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Welcome

W hen people hear the phrase “content creator,” 

they usually imagine ring lights, selkes, adliate 

linbs, anx some-oxy pretenxing to -e ewcitex a-out pro.

tein poAxer on social mexiaI

Bnx yes, technically, : am a content creatorI Tut not that 

binxI

: create momentsF CensionI fantasyI ’onzusionI Cemp.

tationI Che xangerous little sparb that appears in some.

oneEs eyes Ahen they realiMe theyEre -eing seen more clearly 

than they intenxexI

ChatEs the real contentI

Che stories in this collection greA out oz years oz notic.

ing peopleI vspecially menI Hen Aho postureI Hen Aho 

pretenxI Hen Aho hixe strange little xesires -eneath ew.

pensiOe suits, gym mem-erships, Aexxing rings, polishex 

manners, anx carezully rehearsex conkxenceI Host people 
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moOe through lize acting out Oersions oz themselOes they 

thinb the Aorlx ewpectsI :EOe alAays enqoyex xisrupting 

that perzormanceI

Hay-e a little too muchI

Che truth is, :EOe neOer -een especially interestex in 

poAer that comes zrom status, money, or qo- titlesI Chose 

things are zragileI ?eal poAer is psychologicalI :tEs bnoA.

ing ewactly Ahat someone Aants -ezore theyEre reaxy to 

axmit it themselOesI :tEs unxerstanxing hoA Suicbly conk.

xence melts Ahen temptation, em-arrassment, attraction, 

anx honesty all collixe at onceI

Bnx honestlyP

: knx people zascinating Ahen they start unraOelingI

vspecially the arrogant onesI

vspecially the men Aho thinb theyEre in controlI

ChatEs pro-a-ly Ahy these stories xrizt so naturally -e.

tAeen glamour anx manipulation, Virtation anx conzes.

sion, zantasy anx Oulnera-ilityI Yne moment, :Em teasing 

a salesman in a shoe storeI Che newt, :Em at a -illionaireEs 

mansion in Tel Bir Aearing stilettos Aorth more than a 

carI UomeAhere else, :Em mabing trou-le at -runch, tor.

menting a smug ewecutiOe in a hotel room, or Suietly xis.
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mantling some gym -roEs ixea oz masculinity Ahile he tries 

xesperately to holx onto his xignityI

:tEs neOer really a-out sew aloneI

:tEs a-out tensionI

BnticipationI

Che strange intimacy oz attentionI

Che moment some-oxy realiMes theyEOe stoppex pre.

tenxingI

Bnx yes, iz :Em -eing honest, : enqoy the gameI : enqoy 

Aatching polishex, poAerzul people -ecome VusterexI : 

enqoy ewposing contraxictionsI : enqoy xiscoOering Ahat 

people secretly craOe once they stop Aorrying a-out ap.

pearing normalI

Hay-e that mabes me xangerousI

Yr may-e it qust mabes me o-serOantI

vither Aay, the stories youEre a-out to reax ewist in that 

xelicious gray area -etAeen sexuction anx psychology, ele.

gance anx chaosI Uome are playzulI Uome are xarberI Uome 

are glamorous enough to smell zaintly oz champagne anx 

perzumeI Ythers happen in aAbAarx little priOate corners 

Ahere people reOeal zar more than they intenxexI

<one oz them are entirely innocentI

Bnx neither am :I
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Uo iz youEOe eOer -een zascinatex -y hixxen xesires, com.

plicatex attraction, xangerous Virtation, poAer games, 

luwury, temptation, or the electric thrill oz Aatching some.

-oxy lose composure in real time>

WelcomeI

jouEre pro-a-ly going to enqoy this Oery, Oery muchI

2oOe,

Lolly



Chapter One

The Shoe Store

T he moment I walked into the shoe store, I could feel 

eyes turning toward me.

Not all of them, of course. Just his.

He stood near the mirrored wall, arranging boxes with 

the kind of careful concentration retail workers fake when 

they’re trying not to stare at a woman. Tall, dark-haired, 

maybe early thirties. Crisp black shirt. Nervous posture. 

The type of guy who wanted desperately to look profes-

sional.

Which only made teasing him more fun.

I  took my time crossing the  store,  letting my hips 

sway beneath my soft cream-colored dress. My blond hair 

brushed my shoulders as I glanced casually over the dis-

plays of sandals and heels.
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Then I sat down slowly on one of the velvet benches.

His eyes Bicked toward my legs.

“ingo.

I crossed one leg over the other and slipped o? my right 

shoe with the tip of my toe. My bare foot emerged slowly, 

deliberately, dangling in the air as if I had no idea he was 

watching.

“ut I knew.

Oh, I de”nitely knew.

qCan I help you ”nd somethingzj he asked a little too 

Suickly.

I looked up innocently. qMaybe.j

His gaDe betrayed him for half a second. He looked di-

rectly at my foot before Aerking his eyes back upward.

Cute.

qI need heels,j I said. qEomething dangerous.j

He swallowed. qRangerouszj

qThe kind that make men stare.j

P faint Bush crept into his cheeks.

qI’m Fthan,j he said.

qHolly.j
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I let my bare foot swing laDily while he approached. He 

tried to keep his attention on the shoe displays, but every 

few seconds his eyes drifted downward again.

I leaned closer slightly.

qYou can look, Fthan.j

qI wasn’t9j

qYou were.j

His ears turned red.

That only encouraged me more.

I slipped o? my other shoe and stretched both bare 

feet in front of me, Bexing my toes slowly against the soft 

carpet.

His breathing changed.

Just a little.

“ut enough.

qEo,j I said sweetly, qwhat would you recommend for a 

girl who likes attentionzj

He cleared his throat and grabbed a few boxes from a 

nearby shelf. qOpen-toed heels are popular right now.j

qOpen-toedzj I smiled. qVerfect.j

He knelt in front of me to open the ”rst box, and I could 

practically feel the tension radiating o? him. He was trying 
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so hard to act normal while sitting inches away from my 

bare feet.

I almost admired the e?ort.

qThese are Italian leather,j he said carefully. q7ery com-

fortable.j

qComfortable is boring.j

I slipped one heel onto my foot anyway, letting him 

fasten the delicate ankle strap. His ”ngers brushed lightly 

against my skin.

Tiny contact.

Huge reaction.

His Aaw tightened immediately afterward.

I pretended not to notice.

qWhat do you thinkzj I asked, extending my leg.

qThey lookGj He hesitated. q7ery nice.j

qJust nicezj

His eyes traveled slowly from my toes up my calf.

q7ery nice,j he corrected Suietly.

I stood and walked toward the mirror.

The heels clicked sharply against the polished Boor, 

drawing attention from across the store. I knew exactly 

how I looked9blond waves, tight waist, long legs, curves 

wrapped in silk. The shoes only ampli”ed everything.
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Pnd Fthan followed me like gravity had hold of him.

I turned slowly in front of the mirror. qI think I need to 

test them properly.j

qHowzj

I smiled over my shoulder.

q“y walking around.j

Uor the next several minutes, I wandered the store while 

Fthan pretended to reorganiDe displays nearby. Fvery time 

I caught him staring at my feet, he’d glance away too late.

I loved watching him lose the battle with himself.

Pt one point, I sat again and crossed my legs slowly, 

letting one heel dangle from my toes.

His eyes locked onto it instantly.

qYou really like shoes, huhzj I teased.

qYes,j he said automatically.

I laughed softly. qThat’s not what I meant.j

Eilence.

The air between us thickened.

Uinally, he exhaled. qYou enAoy making this di3cult.j

qMaybe I enAoy honesty.j

His gaDe met mine then, uncertain but undeniably heat-

ed.

qWhat do you want me to sayzj
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I uncrossed my legs and leaned closer.

qThat you can’t stop looking.j

The pause lasted too long to deny it.

Then he admitted Suietly, qI can’t.j

That confession sent a thrill through me. Not because it 

surprised me. “ecause he ”nally said it out loud.

I stood again and walked toward the back hallway where 

the private ”tting rooms were located. Then I glanced back 

at him.

qWellzj I asked.

He hesitated.

qThis probably isn’t9j

qVrofessionalzj I ”nished.

He gave a helpless little smile.

qVrobably not.j

I lowered my voice and said, qCome help me decide 

if the heels ”t properly.j Uor one long second he stayed 

froDen behind the counter. Then he followed me.

The ”tting room was small, softly lit, with a padded 

bench and three mirrors surrounding us from di?erent 

angles. The moment the door clicked shut behind him, the 

atmosphere changed completely.

No music from the store.
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No customers.

Just the two of us.

Fthan stood awkwardly near the door while I sat down 

and slowly crossed one leg over the other.

qYou look nervous,j I said.

qI could lose my Aob.j

qYou could also leave.j

He didn’t move. Fxactly.

I extended one foot toward him, the black heel catching 

the light.

qWhat do you thinkzj I asked softly. His eyes traced 

every inch of my leg before settling on my toes.

qI thinkGj He stopped himself.

q5o on.j

qThey suit you.j

qEtill being carefulzj

He exhaled shakily.

qI think they’re the sexiest shoes in the store.j

I smiled, and said, qThere you are.j

Eomething about the enclosed space seemed to unravel 

his restraint. His breathing was heavier now. His eyes lin-

gered openly instead of pretending not to.
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I stood and took a slow step toward him. Then another. 

—ntil he was close enough to smell my perfume.

q5et on your knees,j I said Suietly.

His eyes widened.

qHollyGj

qRo you want tozj

The silence answered for him. Elowly, almost uncertain-

ly, he lowered himself in front of me.

I looked down at him, enAoying the contrast9the pol-

ished salesman kneeling at my feet while I towered above 

him in high heels.

Vower surged warmly through my chest. I shifted slight-

ly, and his eyes Bicked upward for half a second before 

immediately darting away again. 

“ut not before he realiDed my dress hid absolutely noth-

ing underneath. His breath caught. I smirked.

qRistractedzj

qHollyGj

His voice sounded wrecked now.

I rested one hand lightly against the wall behind me and 

lifted my heel, extending my foot toward him.

qCloser,j I whispered.
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He obeyed immediately. The look in his eyes nearly 

made me shiver. Not con”dence. Not arrogance. Vure fas-

cination.

I ran my foot lightly along his shoulder, feeling him 

tense beneath the touch.

qYou’ve been imagining this since I walked in, haven’t 

youzj

He didn’t answer.

qYou can be honest.j

Uinally, almost embarrassed, he nodded.

I smiled slowly.

q5ood.j

My toes brushed lightly against his Aawline before I low-

ered my foot again.

qLook at you,j I murmured. qTrying so hard to behave.j

His hands Bexed at his sides. I could tell he wanted to 

touch me. “ut he was waiting for permission. That was the 

fun part. I tilted my head slightly and said, qYou may kiss 

my toes.j

He stared at me for one stunned second before leaning 

forward carefully, reverently almost, pressing soft kisses 

against the straps of the heel and the curve of my toes.

P shiver rolled through me.
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Not because of the contact itself, but because of the 

devotion in it. He looked up at me afterward like he was 

waiting to see whether he’d crossed a line.

qYou really do love this, don’t youzj I asked.

qYes,j he admitted Suietly.

I slid my foot lightly beneath his chin, lifting his gaDe 

back toward me.

qYou’re adorable when you stop pretending.j

His composure was almost completely gone now. I 

could see it in the way his chest rose and fell, in the way 

he stared up at me like I was some impossible fantasy that 

had suddenly stepped into real life.

Pnd honestlyz

I loved every second of it. He reached toward me in-

stinctively, then stopped himself. I noticed immediately.

qWhat’s wrongzj

qI shouldn’t.j

qThat’s true.j

The tension nearly crackled between us. I stepped closer 

until the pointed heel rested between his knees. Then I 

gave him a wicked little smile.

q“ut I like watching you struggle.j

He laughed once under his breath, completely defeated.
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qYou planned this from the beginning, didn’t youzj

qMaybe.j

qYou walked in here looking for someone to torment.j

qNot someone,j I corrected softly. qYou.j

That made him shake his head in disbelief.

qYou have any idea what you’re doing to mezj

qYes.j

I turned slowly toward the mirror, admiring the way the 

heels shaped my legs. Then I glanced back at him over my 

shoulder.

qPnd you’re still on your knees.j

He looked down brieBy as if only Aust realiDing it, but he 

didn’t stand.

I walked back toward the bench and slipped o? one 

heel slowly, letting it fall beside me. Then the other. Fthan 

watched every movement.

I leaned back casually and stretched my bare legs toward 

him again.

qWhat happens nowzj he asked Suietly.

I smiled.

qNow I leave.j

His  expression Bashed with  disappointment.  Cute 

again.
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I slipped my shoes back on one at a time while he stood 

slowly, still looking daDed.

“efore opening the ”tting room door, I paused beside 

him.

qEo here’s the rule,j I said softly.

He looked at me carefully.

qYou don’t get to follow me.j

P faint smile touched his lips. qThat’s probably wise.j

qYou also don’t get to forget me.j

qThat’s impossible.j

I leaned close enough for him to feel my breath near his 

ear.

qPnd you de”nitely don’t get to touch yourself until 

after I’ve walked out of the store.j

His eyes closed brieBy.

qHollyGj

I smiled triumphantly and opened the door.

The sounds of the store returned instantly9music, 

conversations, ringing registers. Ordinary life.

“ut neither of us felt ordinary anymore. I walked calm-

ly toward the front entrance, the heels clicking sharply 

against the Boor. I could feel his eyes on me the entire way.
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Just before stepping outside, I glanced back. Fthan 

stood froDen near the ”tting room hallway, complete-

ly wrecked, trying desperately to regain his professional 

composure.

I gave him one ”nal smile.

Then I slipped my sunglasses on and disappeared into 

the afternoon sunlight, leaving him exactly where I wanted 

him1

Wanting more.



Chapter Two

The Wedding

I  spotted Dan from across the ballroom.

Poor Dan.

He was sitting alone at a table near the dance ,ooru 

one hand wrapped aroknd a whisyev glassu pretending to 

watch the bride and groom while e-ervone else spkn beM

neath the chandeliers. His tie was loosened. His shoklders 

slkmped. Aiserable.

Tnd then he saw me.

’hat woye him kp immediatelv.

I:ll admit itj I enxoved the e—ect I had on him. Aavbe a 

little too mkch.

’he wedding reception was pkre lkWkrvOcrvstal lightM

ingu goldMtrimmed linensu champagne ,owing liye waM

terObkt I:d been bored okt of mv mind for the last hokr. 
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Av dateu ’re-oru was drkny enokgh to be passionatelv 

eWplaining crvptockrrencv to the bartender while sweating 

throkgh his tkWedo.

Aeanwhileu I was sitting there looying liye sin in siWMinch 

stilettos with nowhere to direct all that restless energv.

Fo natkrallvu mv eves wandered toward trokble. ’oward 

Danu mv sister Peg:s hksband.

’echnicallv  o— limitsu  whichu  knfortknatelvu  made 

e-ervthing abokt him more interesting.

Dan had alwavs been terrible at hiding things. Lspeciallv 

aroknd me.

’he ?rst clke had come last ’hanysgi-ing when I:d 

walyed into the mkdroom kneWpectedlv and cakght him 

holding one of mv sneayers. 2ot xkst holding it.

Fni0ng it.

’he eWpression on his face when he realiBed I:d seen him 

was almost worth feeling gkiltv o-er.

Tlmost.

Tfter thatu the tension between ks became impossible to 

ignore. 1ingering looys. 2er-oks smiles. His eves alwavs 

drifting downward whene-er I crossed mv legs barefoot 

aroknd the hokse.

Tnd tonight“
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’onightu he looyed absolktelv doomed.

I crossed the ballroom slowlv toward himu mv heels 

clicying sharplv against the marble ,oor. Heads tkrned as 

I passed. I ynew eWactlv how I looyed.

Clond hair loose o-er mv shoklders.  1owMckt satin 

blokse showing dangeroks amoknts of clea-age. Clacy 

syirt ckt scandalokslv high abo-e mv ynees. 1ong legs 

sharpened bv siWMinch stilettos. I didn:t dress liye this bv 

accident.

Dan watched me approach with the eWpression of a man 

seeing disaster coming toward him in slow motion.

GHev strangeru3 I pkrred as I slid into the chair beside 

him.

GHollv.3

’he wav he said mv name alwavs soknded slightlv 

breathless.

GHow:s the partv“3

He ga-e a tired lakgh. GDepends who vok asy.3

GSh no.3 I leaned closer. GEok fokght with Peg again“3

His xaw tightened immediatelv. Cingo.

GFhe wanted to lea-e earlvu3 he mkttered. GI didn:t. 

’hen she accksed me of drinying too mkch.3

GEok are drinying too mkch.3
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GProbablv.3

I let mv legs cross slowlv beneath the table. Dan:s eves 

dropped instantlv to mv heels. ’hen mv cal-es. ’hen 

higher. He tried to reco-eru bkt he was ne-er fast enokgh. 

I pretended not to notice. Aostlv becakse watching him 

strkggle was delicioks.

GEok looy incredible tonightu3 he said 4kietlv.

GJarefkl.3

GI:m serioks.3

GI ynow.3

His  gaBe  lingered  openlv  nowu  tracing  the  straps 

wrapped aroknd mv anyles. I cokld practicallv see the 

thokghts rknning throkgh his head.

Dan lo-ed feet.

2ot caskallv.

2ot secretlv.

Sbsessi-elv.

Tnd mv feetu speci?callvu tkrned him into a complete 

wrecy.

I leaned bacy in mv chair and let one heel dangle laBilv 

from mv toes.

His eves locyed onto the mo-ement immediatelv.

5odu he was easv.
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GEok:re staring againu3 I teased.

He looyed awav fast. GForrv.3

GDon:t apologiBe. It:s ,attering.3

’he tension between ks thicyened instantlv. Aksic 

pklsed from the ballroom. 1akghter echoed aroknd ks. 

2obodv paid attention to the dangeroks little bkbble 

forming at okr table.

I tilted mv head.

GEok ynow what I reallv want right now“3

GRhat“3

GT cigarette.3

GEok still smoye“3

GSnlv when I:m feeling wicyed.3

His eWpression shifted at that word.

Ricyed.

Interesting.

I kncrossed mv legs slowlv. Uerv slowlv.

Tnd for one brief secondu the mo-ement ga-e him a 

clear glimpse beneath mv syirt.

2o  panties.  Dan  froBe.  Tbsolktelv  froBe.  His  eves 

widened before darting bacy kpwardu bkt bv then it was 

too late.
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I:d seen the reaction. Av pklse 4kicyened with satisfacM

tion.

GEok feel liye yeeping me companv oktside“3 I asyed 

sweetlv.

He swallowed hard.

GEeahu3 he said immediatelv.

Sf cokrse he did.

’he terrace oktside the ballroom o-erlooyed the citv 

syvlineu all sil-er lights and warm skmmer air. Aksic driftM

ed faintlv throkgh the open doors behind ks while gkests 

mo-ed in soft silhokettes bevond the glass.

I leaned against the railing and slipped a cigarette beM

tween mv lips.

Dan lit it for me.

His hand trembled slightlv.

Tnd when he leaned in with the lighteru he got xkst a 

little too close. I cokld smell whisyev and cologne and 

ner-oksness radiating o— him.

I inhaled slowlvu then eWhaled smoye into the night air.

Dan watched me liye he was hvpnotiBed. ’hat skrprised 

me a little.

GEok liye women who smoye“3 I asyed.

His ears reddened. GAavbe.3
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GRhv“3

He hesitated too long. I smiled ynowinglv. GCecakse it 

looys bossv“3

His silence answered for him. I lakghed softlv.

GPoor Dan.3

GRhat does that mean“3

GIt means vok alwavs looy liye vok:re ?-e seconds awav 

from losing control aroknd me.3

His eves daryened immediatelv. ’he atmosphere shiftM

ed. Dangerokslv.

I walyed toward a ckshioned bench near the edge of 

the terrace and sat down carefkllv. Av feet were yilling me 

after hokrs in those stilettos.

Rithokt breaying eve contactu I slipped one heel o—. 

’hen the other.

Dan stared openlv now. 2o pretending. 2o hiding.

7kst raw fascination as I ,eWed mv bare feet against the 

cool stone ,oor.

GSh mv 5odu3 I sighed dramaticallv. G’hese shoes are 

tortkre.3

He looyed almost diBBv. I stretched one leg toward him 

slightlv.

GAassage them for me“3



RSYFHIP AE VLL’j US19AL N ”8

’he re4kest barelv left mv mokth before he mo-ed. 

Dan practicallv dropped onto the bench beside mv feetu 

hands ho-ering kncertainlv kntil I ga-e him a tinv nod of 

permission.

’hen his ?ngers tokched mv foot.

T shi-er rolled throkgh me instantlv.

2ot becakse it was seWkal eWactlv.

Cecakse of how intenselv focksed he was.

His thkmbs woryed slowlv against the arch while I 

leaned bacy smoyingu watching him knra-el in real time.

He was sweating now.

Tctkallv sweating.

GEok:re -erv good at thatu3 I mkrmkred.

Dan swallowed hard withokt looying kp.

I blew smoye gentlv toward his face.

GFkch a good bovu3 I teased.

His hands tightened in-olkntarilv aroknd mv foot.

’he e—ect those words had on him was immediate and 

knmistayable.

Interesting. Uerv interesting.

GEok liye that“3 I asyed softlv.

GHollvF3
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His -oice soknded wrecyed. I lakghed 4kietlv and rested 

mv head bacy against the bench. ’he citv lights glittered 

aroknd ks while mv brotherMinMlaw sat there massaging mv 

bare feet liye he:d been waiting his entire life for permisM

sion.

Tnd honestlv“ I didn:t want it to stop.

’hen came Peg:s -oicej GRhat the hell is going on“3

Dan xeryed bacyward liye he:d been electrockted. I 

looyed kp calmlv to ?nd mv sister standing in the terrace 

doorwav with mkrder in her eves.

Sops.

Tgain.

’o be fairu this wasn:t technicallv the ?rst skspicioks 

sitkation she:d cakght ks in.

’here was also Jhristmas L-e.

Tnd that thing with the hotel pool.

Ckt tonight de?nitelv looyed bad.

Dan scrambled kpright immediatelv. GPegu it:s not what 

it looys liye.3

Peg stared at him. GYeallv“ Cecakse it looys liye vok:re 

yneeling at mv sister:s feet.3

GRellOher shoes hkrtO3

GShu mv 5od.3
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I tooy another laBv drag from mv cigaretteu deliberatelv 

knbothered.

Peg tkrned toward me with a glare sharp enokgh to ckt 

glass.

GEoku3 she snapped.

GRhat“3

GEok ynow eWactlv what.3

I ga-e her an innocent smile. Dan looyed liye he wanted 

the earth to swallow him whole.

Peg grabbed his arm. GRe:re going bacy inside.3

Cefore he tkrned awavu Dan glanced at me desperatelv. 

Tnd that recyless little hknger in his eves made mv decision 

for me. I met his gaBe and tilted mv head skbtlv toward the 

ballroom.

’hen toward the hallwav bevond it. ’he men:s reM

stroom. His eves widened slightlv.

I held his stare.

Dan lifted two ?ngers caskallv against his leg.

’wo minktes.

Aessage recei-ed.

I smiled faintlv and watched Peg drag him bacy inside.

’hen I crkshed okt mv cigarette and stood.
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’he adrenaline bkBBing throkgh me now was intoWicatM

ing.

Rrong.

Tbsolktelv wrong.

Rhich made it irresistible.

’he restroom hallwav was 4kiet compared to the ballM

room chaos. Aksic thkmped faintlv throkgh the walls as 

I slipped inside the emptv men:s room and locyed mvself 

into the largest stall.

’hen I sat down on the closed toilet lid and remo-ed mv 

heels again.

Av feet ached beaktifkllv.

’wo minktes lateru the restroom door opened.

Dan entered caktiokslv.

Rhen he spotted mv shoes oktside the stallu he eWhaled 

shayilv.

I opened the door slightlv and crooyed one ?nger at 

him.

G5et in here.3

He obeved immediatelv. ’he stall skddenlv felt -erv 

small with both of ks inside it. Dan shkt the door behind 

himu staring at me with a miWtkre of disbelief and need.
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I sat there barefootu syirt high on mv thighsu looying kp 

at him throkgh lowered lashes.

GRell“3 I asyed softlv.

’hat was all it tooy. He dropped to his ynees instantlv. 

I felt heat rksh throkgh me at the sight of it.

Dan didn:t e-en need instrkctions anvmore. He reached 

for mv foot carefkllvu re-erentlv almostu and pressed yisses 

along mv toes while his eves ,kttered shkt.

’he sensation sent sparys racing kp mv legs.

GSh 5odu3 I whispered.

He looyed kp brie,vu checying mv eWpressionu then conM

tinked more eagerlv. His hands wrapped aroknd mv anyle 

while he yissed and worshipped e-erv inch of mv foot liye 

he:d been star-ing for it.

Tnd mavbe he had.

I leaned bacy against the stall wallu breathing harder 

now. Dan:s restraint was completelv gone. He looyed inM

toWicated bv me. Cv mv feet. Cv the fact that this was ?nallv 

happening.

I slid one leg wider knconsciokslvu watching his eves 

,icy kpward for the briefest second before he forced himM

self to focks again.

GDon:t stopu3 I mkrmkred.



HS11E A.…q

’hat nearlv destroved him.

His shoklders shkddered slightlv as he obevedu yissing 

mv arch again while I tangled one hand in his hair.

’he entire moment felt skrreal.

’he mkJed wedding mksic oktside.

’he smell of cigarette smoye still clinging to mv syin.

Av sister:s  hksband yneeling between mv legs in a 

locyed bathroom stall.

L-erv part of it was recyless and electric and dangerokslv 

addicti-e.

Vinallv I pklled mv foot gentlv awav.

Dan looyed kp immediatelvu daBed.

GSther oneu3 I whispered.

He obeved withokt hesitation.

I watched him carefkllv this timeu fascinated bv how 

completelv absorbed he became. 2othing else eWisted for 

him in those moments eWcept pleasing me.

’hat le-el of de-otion was almost o-erwhelming.

Tnd honestlv“

Powerfkllv aroksing.

Rhen I ?nallv decided I:d had enokghu I lowered both 

feet to the ,oor slowlv.

Dan remained yneeling thereu breathing kne-enlv.
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I tilted his chin kpward lightlv with mv toe.

GEok ynow what:s going to happen later tonight“3 I 

asyed.

His eves staved ?Wed on mine.

GEok:re going home with Peg.3

T ,icyer of gkilt crossed his face.

5ood.

GTnd when vok:re lving beside heru3 I continked softlvu 

GI want vok thinying abokt this.3

Dan closed his eves brie,v.

GHollvF3

GEok:ll remember eWactlv how mv feet feltu3 I whispered. 

GLWactlv how badlv vok wanted me.3

’he looy on his face nearlv made me shi-er again.

I slipped mv heels bacy on slowlvu towering o-er him 

once more. ’hen I opened the stall door.

GJome onu3 I said lightlv. GCefore somebodv starts asyM

ing 4kestions.3

Dan stood shayilv. Vor one dangeroks second we simplv 

stared at each other.

’hen I smiled.

Tnd walyed bacy toward the wedding receptionu mv 

heels clicying sharplv against the marble ,oor while Dan 
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followed se-eral steps behind meu completelv rkined for 

the rest of the night.



Chapter Three

Red Lacquer

P edicure Heaven sat half a block oR Dodeo -rive bew

hind a çhite stone fapade and a roç of cli,,ed olive 

treesg discreet enoumh to summest old yonex and e.,enw

sive enoumh to yake discretion feel like ,art of the ,riceI 

Tnsideg the salon seeyed deteryined to erase the outside 

çorldI Che air held the cool drift of citrus çaterg the faint 

sçeetness of mardeniag and beneath it all the ,olishedg alw

yost cereyonial scent of oilsg acetoneg and çary toçelsI 

Mrxstal ,endants treybled under recessed limhtI Varble 

mloçedI ’oices staxed loçg as thoumh everxone had amreed 

that the real lu.urx çasnjt beautxg but ,rivacxI

Hollx ,aused Oust inside the entrance and handed over 

her sunmlasses çith a syile that alçaxs çorkedI

Tt çorked noçI
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Che rece,tionist straimhtened instantlxI W”elcoye backg 

Viss HollxIz

Hollx let her maSe travel idlx over the rooy çhile the 

çoyan con:ryed her a,,ointyentI Bhe kneç çhat she 

looked like in the salonjs yirrored çallsF mold hair fallinm 

loose over one bare shoulderg li,s mlossx but not overdoneg 

her tinx creay yiniskirt skiyyinm the to,s of her thimhsg 

heels yakinm her lems look even lonmer than thex alreadx 

çereI Bhe had dressed for eRectg and not onlx because Eevw

erlx Hills ,racticallx deyanded theaterI Tn ,laces like thisg 

attention ças currencxg and Hollx had lonm amo learned 

hoç to s,end it çithout ever seeyinm to countI

Her boxfriend covered the billsg of courseI He liked the 

idea of her beinm yaintained in iy,ossible ,laces bx iyw

,ossible ,eo,leI Tt mrati:ed soyethinm in hiy to sax my 

girlfriend goes to Pedicure Heaven in the saye tone other 

yen reserved for vintame cars and ,rivate clubsI He never 

asked çhat yade her insist on this salon in ,articularI He 

certainlx never asked çhx she caye everx çeek çithout 

failI

Chat ças ,art of the arranmeyent toog thoumh he didnjt 

knoç itI
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Che çaitinm lounme curved around a loç mlass table set 

çith iy,ossible yamaSinesJthick yatte coversg çoyen 

in diayonds lookinm bored on xachtsI Hollx sank onto a 

velvet chair and crossed one lem over the other çith the 

sloç ,recision of soyeone ,lacinm a :nal ,iece in a dis,lax 

çindoçI Her skirt cliybed a little himherI ;ot enoumh to 

be vulmarI Aust enoumh to yake restraint feel like an active 

decisionI

Che rooy noticedI

Cço çoyen around her ameg both in iyyaculate athw

leisure and loud enoumh ,erfuye to announce insecuriw

tx before thex s,okeg mlanced over froy the es,resso barI 

Lne of they looked Hollx u, and doçng then syiled 

at her friend in a çax that ças yeant to e.cludeI Hollx 

syiled backg çaryer than necessarxg çhich alçaxs unsetw

tled çoyen like that6 thex ,referred rivalrx çhen it rew

yained unacknoçledmedI

?cross froy her sat three older çoyen in ,ale silk 

and heavx Oeçelrxg their handbams arranmed çith yiliw

tarx careI Lne ,retended to readI ?nother studied the 

rooy throumh halfwloçered lashesI Che thirdJelemantg 

silverwblondeg and çearinm enoumh understated diayonds 

to :nance a syall cou,Jdid not bother ,retendinm at allI 
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Her maSe çent to Hollxjs crossed lemsg then to the sliy line 

of Hollxjs ankleg then to the o,en sandal that frayed her 

foot like a deliberate invitationI

Hollx noticed because Hollx alçaxs noticedI

Bhe bent to adOust the stra,g sloçlxg :nmerti,s brushinm 

her skinI Tt ças a syall yotiong alyost absentwyindedg but 

çhen she straimhtened amaing the silverwblonde çoyan ças 

still lookinmI

TnterestinmI

? server mlided ,ast çith a traxI Hollx acce,ted s,arklinm 

çater and took a sinmle si,I Chen she felt yoveyent in her 

,eri,herxI Che silverwblonde çoyan had risenI

5, closeg she ças even yore strikinmJsoyeçhere in 

her :ftiesg yaxbeg thoumh yonex and disci,line had yade 

ame into a yatter of stxlinm rather than tiyeI Her suit ças 

ivorxI Her ,erfuye ças subtle and e.,ensiveI Her syile 

held the con:dence of soyeone unused to beinm refusedI

W3ou should be verx careful in this ,lacegz she said limhtw

lxI

Hollx tilted her headI W?bout çhatqz

W?bout causinm a coyyotion before noonIz
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Che çoyanjs exes 9icked once yore toçard Hollxjs 

lemsg her shoesg her faceI Tt ças frank enoumh to be alyost 

charyinmI

Hollx laumhed softlxI WTjd hate to ruin everxonejs yornw

inmIz

WT doubt thatIz Che çoyan e.tended a hand çith a 

diayond the siSe of a ,robleyI W’ivianIz

WHollxIz

WYovelx nayeIz ’ivianjs mlance dro,,ed amaing ayused 

noçI W?nd e.cellent tasteI Choumh if xoujre moinm to kee, 

çearinm shoes that do that to xour feetg T yax have to take 

xou sho,,inm yxselfIz

WVaxbegz Hollx saidI

Bhe let the çord hanm a yoyentg then reached out and 

mave ’ivianjs thimh the briefestg yost ,laxful sïueeSe as 

she shifted in her seatI ? touch so limht it could alyost be 

deniedI ’ivianjs e.,ression chanmed bx less than a breathg 

but Hollx saç itJthe tinx hitchg the s,ark behind the 

,olished easeI

WVaxbegz Hollx re,eatedg syilinm u, at her over the riy 

of her mlassI

Eefore ’ivian could ansçerg a voice drifted froy the far 

hallçaxg soft and yusicalI
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WHollxqz

Vinm stood beneath the archçax in a :tted black uniw

fory that yade her look less like a technician and yore 

like a secret soyebodx ,aid dearlx to kee,I Bhe ças ,etiteg 

mracefulg and iy,ossiblx coy,osedg çith dark hair ,inned 

at the na,e of her neck and a face that alçaxs seeyed on 

the verme of a ,rivate syileI Bhe couldnjt have been yore 

than tçentxwthreeI Che salon limhts caumht at the syooth 

line of her cheekbonesI

WHollxg coye çith yeIz

Hollx roseg feelinm the rooy react to the siy,le fact 

of beinm chosenI Tt ças ridiculousg ,robablxg to iyamine 

the lounme mroçinm ïuieterg but it didI Bhe sli,,ed her 

sunmlasses back ong thoumh she didnjt need they indoorsg 

and folloçed Vinm throumh the salonjs yain 9oorI

Tf the çaitinm rooy ças a stameg the treatyent area ças 

a dreay in sectionsF roç after roç of mleayinm stationsg 

çhite basins :lled çith steayinm çaterg chroye carts shinw

inm çith tools alimned like instruyents before a ,erforw

yanceI ”oyen reclined in u,holstered chairs çhile techw

nicians yoved around they çith e.ïuisite concentrationI 

Mreays çere syoothed over calvesI Coçels çere folded 

o,en çith a çhis,erI Eottles of lacïuer 9ashed everx ,osw
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sible shade of con:dence and remretI 1verxçhereg feetJelw

emantg tiredg ,ay,eredg ,aintedg lifted into the limht as 

thoumh each one deserved its oçn ,ortraitI

Hollx ças not naGve about beautx ritualsI Bhe kneç hoç 

yuch labor çent into eRortless a,,earancesg hoç yanx 

hands sha,ed the :nal illusionI Eut there ças still soyew

thinm alyost unreal about Pedicure Heavenjs choreomraw

,hxg soyethinm lush and faintlx decadent in the simht of so 

yanx çoyen beinm attended to çith such reverenceI

Vinm mlanced back at herg as if she kneç e.actlx çhat 

Hollx ças seeinmI

WEusx todaxgz Hollx yuryuredI

Vinmjs youth curvedI W3ou like to çatchIz

WVaxbe T like to be reyinded T have e.cellent instinctsIz

WChat tooIz

Chex reached the back corridorg çhere sound softenedg 

and the air mreç çaryerI Vinm o,ened the door to a ,riw

vate rooy Hollx kneç çell but still feltg everx tiyeg like 

crossinm a threshold she çasnjt entirelx su,,osed to crossI

Che rooy ças syaller than the yain salon but far yore 

intiyateI ;o yarble s,ectacle hereI Aust creay çallsg diyw

yable sconcesg a yassame table dra,ed in çhiteg a lacïuer 

cabinetg a silver boçl steayinm mentlx on a side traxg and 
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shelves lined çith oils in ayber mlassI ? vase of çhite 

orchids stood bx the yirrorI Boyeone had cracked the 

çindoç enoumh to let in a breath of Oasyine froy the 

courtxard beloçI

Vinm closed the door behind theyI

W3ou can undress and ,ut on the syockgz she saidI WTjll 

be rimht backIz

Hollx noddedI ?loneg she sli,,ed oR her shoes :rst and 

set they neatlx side bx sideI Chen caye the Oeçelrxg the 

yiniskirtg the :tted to,I Che rooyjs ïuiet ,ressed closeg 

lu.urious and cons,iratorialI Bhe tied the salon syock 

around herself and cliybed onto the tableg lxinm back çith 

one knee bentg the cotton cool amainst her skinI

Ex the tiye Vinm returned carrxinm a trax of tools and 

bottlesg Hollx had settled into that brimhtg sus,ended anw

tici,ation she never adyitted to anxçhere elseI

Vinm ,laced the trax doçn and folded a toçel over Holw

lxjs shinsI WMoyfortableqz

WVyyIz Hollx o,ened one exeI W3ou alçaxs ask as if T 

çould tell xou noIz

W3ou çouldgz Vinm saidI WChatjs çhx T askIz
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Chere ças no 9irtation in the çordsI Lr yaxbe there 

çasg dismuised so ,erfectlx as ,rofessionalisy that it bew

caye yore danmerous for beinm deniableI

Vinm ,oured çary oil into her ,alys and took Hollxjs 

foot in both handsI

Che :rst touch ças alçaxs a sur,riseg des,ite hoç often 

Hollx caye hereI Vinmjs hands çere deft and :ryg not 

hesitantg never ornayentalI Bhe çorked the oil sloçlx over 

Hollxjs archg heelg and ankleg syoothinm tension into heatI 

Hollx e.haled and felt the çhole çeek loosen in increw

yents she hadnjt knoçn she ças carrxinmJher irritationg 

her boredoyg the shalloç ,erforyances deyanded bx e.w

,ensive lunches and syum yen and too yanx rooys çhere 

everxone lied beautifullxI

Vinmjs thuybs ,ressed into a ,oint Oust beneath the ball 

of her foot and a shiver ran all the çax u, Hollxjs s,ineI

WCheregz Vinm said softlxI

W3ou do that on ,ur,oseIz

W3esIz

Hollx laumhed under her breathI W?t least xoujre honw

estIz

Vinm onlx çent ong one foot and then the otherg oil 

turninm Hollxjs skin luyinous under the loç limhtI Che 
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yassame ças so ,recise it felt alyost uncannxg as thoumh 

Vinm could read her yoods throumh tendon and ,ulseI 

Hollx closed her exes for a yoyent and let sensation mathw

er çithout nayinm itI ”arythI PressureI DeliefI Boyew

thinm shar,er folded throumh itg tooJan açareness less inw

nocent than rela.ation and yore coy,licated than desireI

”hen she o,ened her exes amaing Vinm ças alreadx 

,re,arinm the ,edicureI

Che routine should have been ordinarxI  Tn Vinmjs 

handsg it never çasI Bhe çorked çith e.ïuisite attentionF 

softeninm the sking buJnm açax roumhnessg triyyinm cuw

ticles çith ,atient careg sha,inm each nail until Hollxjs 

feet looked less mrooyed than coy,osedI Che concentraw

tion on Vinmjs face mave the task the mravitx of artI Hollx 

çatched her the çax soye ,eo,le çatched dancers or calw

limra,hersJdraçn not onlx to the :nished beautx but to 

the disci,line that yade it ,ossibleI

W”hat colorqz Vinm askedg thoumh thex both kneçI

W3ou tell yeIz

Vinm lifted a bottle froy the trax and turned it so the 

red çinked in the limhtF richg dee,g una,olometicI ;ot 

criyson e.actlxI -arkerI Yike lacïuered cherriesI Yike old 

yovie e.its and verx neç troubleI
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W3our usualgz Vinm saidI

Hollx syiledI WVx favorite accusationIz

Vinm ,ainted the :rst stroke çith a steadiness that yade 

Hollxjs breath catch for no sensible reasonI Lne bx one the 

color blooyed over her toesg vivid amainst her skinI

W”e should doublewdate soyetiyegz Hollx said laSilxg 

çatchinm Vinm çorkI W3ou and yeI Pick the yost iy,osw

sible yen in Yos ?nmelesI Bit they across froy each other 

and sax alyost nothinmIz

Vinm did not look u,I WMruelIz

W1RectiveIz

WChex çould talk too yuchIz

WChex alçaxs doIz

W?nd thenqz

Hollxjs syile turned sloçI WChexjd do anxthinm for usIz

Chis tiye Vinm mlanced u,I Cheir exes yet for a yow

yent too lonmI

WPerha,sgz Vinm saidI

Che last coat mleayed çetlx in the diy rooyI Vinm set 

the bottle aside and fanned Hollxjs toes çith a ,racticed 

handg the mhost of ayuseyent still linmerinm at the corner 

of her youthI Chen she yoved to the limht sçitch and 

looked back over her shoulderI
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W-o xou çant xour usual treatyentqz

Chere it çasI Biy,le as thatI ;o drayaI ;o ,ersuasionI 

?n oRer çra,,ed in custoy and easeg yade yore danmerw

ous bx hoç fayiliar it had becoyeI

Hollx did not hesitateI

W3esIz

Vinm diyyed the limhts until the rooy softened into 

mold and shadoçI Che orchids becaye ,ale sha,es in the 

yirrorI CraJc noise vanishedI Boyeçhere dee,er in the 

salong çater ran in a distant rooy and sto,,edI

WDeyove the syockgz Vinm said ïuietlxI

Hollxjs heart mave one hard beatI 1ven noçg even knoçw

inmg even çantinmJes,eciallx çantinmJthere reyained 

that thin brimht thread of nervesg not froy fear but froy 

the enoryitx of consentg the stranme electricitx in crossinm 

çillinmlx into a s,ace she çould never describe outside 

these çallsI

Bhe untied the syock and let it slide açaxI Che air kissed 

her skinI Bhe lax back amaing lookinm u, at the ceilinm çhile 

her ,ulse counted out the silence betçeen theyI

? rustle of fabricI Che soft click of a hanmerI Eare footw

ste,s on the 9oorI
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”hen Hollx turned her headg Vinm had ste,,ed out 

of her unifory as çellJnot ,erforyativeg not coxg siy,lx 

unmuarded noç in the diy rooyg her coy,osure soyew

hoç yore strikinm for the absence of all oJcial costuyeI 

Bhe cliybed onto the table çith the saye easx mrace she 

broumht to everxthinmg carrxinm a syall bottle of oilI

WDela.gz Vinm yuryuredI

WChat seeys unlikelxIz

Vinmjs syile 9ashedg brief and devastatinmI Bhe çaryed 

yore oil betçeen her ,alysg then syoothed it over her 

oçn feet before ,lacinm they amainst HollxjsJsole to 

sole at :rstg then shiftinmg ,ressinmg mlidinm çith deliberate 

,ressureI

Che sensation ças startlinmI Tntiyate in a çax that had 

nothinm to do çith s,ectacle and everxthinm to do çith 

attentionI Cheir feet yoved amainst each other in sloç 

yirrored linesg ,ressure buildinm and releasinmg tenderness 

edmed çith soyethinm shar,erI ?t tiyes it alyost hurtg not 

badlxg but enoumh to heimhten everx nerveI Hollx inhaled 

shar,lxI

WCoo yuchqz Vinm askedI

W;oIz

WCell ye if it isIz
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WT çonjtIz

WT knoçIz

Che ansçer should have sounded syumI Tnstead it caye 

out çaryg nearlx aRectionateg and Hollx felt it in her chestI

Vinm adOustedg kneelinm over her çithout touchinm anxw

çhere elseg all the intensitx focused throumh contact so 

s,eci:c it yade the rest of Hollxjs bodx feel sus,endw

edI Bhe kneç noç çhx she caye backI ;ot because this 

ças recklessg thoumh it çasI ;ot because it felt forbiddeng 

thoumh that too had its charmeI Bhe caye back because 

Vinmjs attention stri,,ed açax ,erforyanceI ”ith herg 

Hollx could not 9irt her çax around her oçn a,,etiteI Bhe 

could onlx feel itI

Vinmjs voice dro,,edI WEreatheIz

Hollx obexed before she realiSed she ças obexinmI

Che ,ressure shifted amainI Vinmjs thuybs Ooined the 

yotiong :ndinm those iy,ossible ,oints alonm Hollxjs 

arches and inste,sg each one sendinm a brimht current 

throumh herI Hollx let her head fall backg exes half closedI

WBeeqz Vinm said softlxI WBo tenseIz

WChat is xour faultIz

W? littleIz
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Cheir laumhter yinmled in the diy rooy and dissolved 

Oust as ïuicklx into ïuietI Che yoyent narroçedI Hollx 

could syell Oasyine froy the çindoçg oil çaryinm on 

sking the faint trace of Vinmjs ,erfuyeJclean and subtle 

and iy,ossible to nayeI Bhe ças acutelx açare of Vinmjs 

nearness çithout needinm to lookg açare of the care inside 

everx yeasured touch and of the control reïuired to yake 

care feel this e.actI

”hatever this çasg it lived in summestionI Tn restraintI Tn 

the charmed refusal to e.,lain itselfI

Hollx turned her face slimhtlxg enoumh that çhen Vinm 

leaned closer to adOust her anmleg Hollx could feel the çhisw

,er of her breath near her cheekI Chat nearlx undid her 

yore than anxthinm elseI

W3ou like thisgz Vinm saidI

Tt ças not a ïuestionI

Hollx o,ened her exesI W3ou alreadx knoç T doIz

W3esIz Vinmjs maSe held hers steadilxI WT like hearinm xou 

sax itIz

Che honestx of that sent a çary 9ush throumh HollxI 

Bhe sçalloçedI WT like itIz

Vinm nodded onceg satis:edg and returned to the sloçg 

e.actinm rhxthy that yade tiye feel stranmeI Hollx lost 
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track of yinutesI Vaxbe there çere onlx secondsg endlesslx 

e.,andedI Vaxbe the rest of the çorld had continued as 

usual çhile this rooy sealed itself oR froy chronolomx and 

conseïuence alikeI

?t soye ,oint Hollx laumhed softlx for no reason she 

could have e.,lainedI ?t another ,oint she covered her 

exes çith one foreary and siy,lx let herself be undone bx 

the lu.urx of not needinm to be daSSlinm for anxoneI Vinm 

did not ask her to s,eak amainI Bhe did not need toI

Bhe caye like a simhI

1ventuallxg inevitablxg the rooy caye back into focusF 

the loç lay,limhtg the orchidsg the mleay of red ,olish noç 

drx and ,erfect at the ends of Hollxjs feetI Vinm çithdreç 

:rstg as mracefullx as she had bemung and reached for a çary 

toçelI Bhe çra,,ed Hollxjs feetg held they a yoyentg 

then let they restI

;either çoyan s,okeI

Che silence afterçard ças not açkçardI Tt ças e.,enw

siveg ,rivateg and coy,leteI

”hen Hollx :nallx sat u,g she felt softer soyehoçg 

thoumh not çeakerI Tf anxthinmg the o,,ositeI Her hair 

had fallen loose around her shouldersI Vinm had alreadx 

ste,,ed back into ,art of her uniforyg black fabric cris, 
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amaing e.,ression coy,osedg onlx her exes mivinm anxthinm 

açaxI

W3ou should be illemalgz Hollx said ïuietlxI

Vinm folded the used toçel çith yethodical handsI 

WChis is Eeverlx HillsI Tllemal thinms usuallx cost yoreIz

Hollx laumhedg the sound loç and realI Bhe reached for 

her clothes and dressed sloçlxg as if returninm ,iece bx ,iece 

to a role she çore çell but no lonmer yistook for skinI 

Che yiniskirt slid back into ,laceI Che to,I Che OeçelrxI 

Uinallx the shoesg çhich frayed her neçlx ,olished feet 

like ,unctuationI

?t the counter in the ,rivate rooy sat a sliy leather 

folder çith the invoice insideI Lutrameousg as alçaxsI Holw

lx didnjt bother readinm itI Bhe tucked in the black card her 

boxfriend had told her to use Wfor çhatever thex recoyw

yendgz then o,ened her bam and dreç out a cris, stack of 

hundredsI

Vinm looked at the yonexg then at HollxI

W? thousandqz she askedI

WMourtesx of a yan çho thinks he knoçs çhat hejs 

,axinm forIz

Vinmjs  e.,ression  shiftedg  ayused  des,ite  herselfI 

W-anmerous thinm to sax out loudIz
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W”ejre aloneIz

WUor noçIz

Hollx ,laced the bills into Vinmjs hand and curled 

Vinmjs :nmers closed over theyI WBaye tiye ne.t çeekqz

Uor the :rst tiye all afternoong Vinm looked alyost 

9usteredI Tt lasted less than a secondg but Hollx treasured 

it iyyediatelxI

W3esgz Vinm saidI WBaye tiye ne.t çeekIz

”hen Hollx ste,,ed back throumh the salong the chanw

deliers seeyed brimhterg the yarble colderg the ordinarx 

,erforyances of beautx resuyinm around her as if she had 

never left theyI 3et the rooy noticed her amainI Lf course 

it didI ’ivian ças still there near the frontg noç standinm 

çith her ,hone in one hand and her handbam in the otherg 

s,eakinm to no oneI Bhe looked u, as Hollx a,,roachedI

W”ellgz ’ivian saidg her maSe di,,inm brie9x to Hollxjs 

feetI WChat looks çorth çaitinm forIz

Hollx syiledI WVost mood thinms areIz

’ivianjs broçs liftedg a,,reciatinm the ansçer and ,erw

ha,s the challenme inside itI W?bout that sho,,inm tri,Iz

Hollx slid her sunmlasses on and ,aused close enoumh for 

the older çoyan to catch the Oasyine still clinminm faintlx 

to her skinI
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WVaxbegz she said once yoreg but she mrabbed a card oR 

the front desk and scribbled her ,hone nuyber on itI Bhe 

handed the card to ’iviang çho sli,,ed it into her bam çith 

a çinkI

Chen she çalked out into the Eeverlx Hills sun on 

bloodwred toes and iy,ossible heelsg leavinm behind the 

scent of yonexg lacïuerg and secretsJcarrxinm çith her 

the kind of caly that onlx coyes froy mettinm e.actlx çhat 

xou çanted and knoçinmg çith absolute certaintxg that 

ne.t çeek xou çould çant it amainI



Chapter Four

The Smell of 
Power

I  knew exactly what Carl was up to the moment he told 

me we'd be traveling together to the regional confer-

ence. Just the two of us. "To go over some performance 

issues," he'd said, his eyes already dropping to my heels 

before he caught himself. The man is so transparent it's 

almost sad.

I'd dressed for the occasion. Tiny black miniskirt riding 

high on my thighs, black pantyhose stretched tight over 

every curve, zve-inch pumps that made my calves look 

incredible, and a top that was two siWes too small, cleavage 

spilling out like an invitation I never intended to honor.
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Pis hotel room door opened after a single knock. Carl 

stood there in his cheap suit, already sweating despite the 

qC blasting. "Polly. Come in. Oe need to talk about your 

numbers this juarter."

I walked past him, letting my hips sway —ust enough to 

make him swallow hard. The room was standard busi-

ness-classBking bed, desk, armchair by the window. I 

didn't sit where he expected. Instead, I lowered myself into 

the armchair, crossing my legs slowly, letting the nylon 

whisper against itself.

Pe cleared his throat.  "Uook, your sales zgures are 

abysmal. I'm supposed to write you up, maybe even rec-

ommend termination." Pe was pacing now, trying to 

sound authoritative. "4ut I'm not an unreasonable man. 

If you show some... appreciation for my leniency, I might 

be able to smooth things over."

I let the silence sit. Ten seconds. Twenty. Pis pacing 

stopped. Pe looked at me, waiting for the groveling he 

expected.

I pulled a cigarette from my purse, lit it, and took a long 

drag.

"Hmoking isn't allowed in here," he said weakly.
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I exhaled a cloud of smoke toward him. "Oho gives a 

fuckN I'm not paying the zve-hundred-dollar cleaning fee. 

Fou are, you worm."

Pis mouth opened and closed. Go sound came out.

I took another drag, watching him sjuirm. Hlowly, I 

uncrossed my legs and then crossed them again, this time 

letting the movement draw his gaWe. Pis eyes dropped to 

my shoes, to the arch of my foot suspended in its heel. Pe 

couldn't help himself. Pe stared.

I let the shoe dangle oD my toes. The black nylon caught 

the light. Pe swallowed. Htill, he said nothing.

"Uook, I think we both know what you want," I said, my 

voice Kat.

"FeahN" Pe tried for tough, but it came out breathy.

"Fou want to sniD me under these pantyhose, don't 

youN" I watched his face go pale, then red. "I didn't shower 

for two days because I knew you were going to pull some 

lame shit like this. I knew you'd want to smell my odors. 

Fou crave them, don't youN"

Pe was shaking his head, trying to deny it, but sweat was 

beading on his forehead. Pis cock was already tenting his 

trousers.

"6et on your knees."
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Pe hesitated for a heartbeat. Then he dropped.

I stood up, walked over to him, and pressed my crotch 

directly into his face. The nylon was warm from my body, 

damp from two days of not washing.

"Hmell it, worm. Hmell my stink."

Pis breath hitched. Then he inhaledBdeep, shudder-

ing. Pis hands came up to grip my thighs, but I slapped 

them away.

"’on't touch me. Just smell."

Pe pressed his nose into the fabric, inhaling again and 

again. q low moan escaped his throat. Pis hand dropped 

to his own crotch, starting to rub himself through his 

pants.

"Go," I said. "Aeep your hands at your sides."

Pe obeyed, but his hips started grinding into the air.

I turned around, presenting my ass to him. "Gow sniD 

my butt."

Pe leaned forward, his face buried between my ny-

lon-covered cheeks. I felt his nose push against the fabric 

right over my ass. Pe was whimpering.

I let him have a moment. Then I clenched, and a loud, 

wet fart ripped out of me, hitting him directly in the face.
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Pe moaned like it was the most beautiful sound in the 

world. Pe was straining painfully against his trousers.

I walked to the bed and sat down on the edge, leaning 

back on my hands. I could feel what and wetness radiating 

up from under me. "Fou can take of yourself now, if you 

like."

Pe didn't need to be told twice. Pe fumbled with his 

belt and went to work on himself. Pis eyes locked on the 

reinforced nylon crotch of the pantyhose that I was giving 

a good look at.  

I lit another cigarette, taking a slow drag as I watched 

him degrade himself. Pe was a messBsweating, panting. 

Pis eyes were glued to my crotch and the smoke curling 

from my lips.

Pe znished in a messy, loud way. 

I pointed at it with my cigarette. "Uick it up."

Pe complied, disgusted but craving every second of his 

humiliation. 

I stood, smoothed down my skirt, and walked to the 

door. I paused with my hand on the knob and looked back 

at him, still kneeling, still panting.

"If you're a good boy, maybe weCll do this again."



Chapter Five

Snowed In

T he cabin was gorgeous—three stories of timber and 

glass overlooking a pristine white mountainside. 

Fire crackling, snow falling, the whole holiday postcard 

scene. Too bad my back felt like someone had used it for 

sled practice.

I'd wiped out hard on the black diamond. Double black, 

technically, but I didn't need to admit that to anyone. Now 

I was stuck on the couch with a heating pad while everyone 

else hit the afternoon slopes. Mom, Dad, my sister Jenna, 

her husband Mark, the twins—all gone. Leaving me with 

the one person who'd rather be anywhere else.

Brad.

He was sprawled in the armchair across from me, phone 

in hand, thumbs Oying across the screen. Twenty years 
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old, Jenna's stepson, and currently nursing the kind of 

heartbreak that only a college breakup can deliver. Eindy. 

His girlfriend. x-Wgirlfriend. Shatever she was now. "he'd 

stormed out last night after screaming something about 

him not caring about her feelings, slamming the cabin 

door hard enough to rattle the antler chandelier.

The whole family had pretended not to hear. Se were 

good at that.

?5ou okay over therej? I asked.

?Fine.? He didn't look up.

?5ou know, Eindy's—?

?I'm Ane.?

I watched him for a moment. He was goodWlooking, 

honestly. "i- feet, broad shoulders, sandy hair that fell over 

his forehead. He had that boyish thing going on, but his 

Raw was sharpening into something more adult. He Rust 

didn't know it yet. He was trying so hard to be tough, to 

be the kind of guy who shrugged oP a Aght and moved on. 

It wasn't him. The real him was the kid who'd helped me 

carry groceries in without being asked, who'd made sure 

his little cousins got the good cookies Arst.

:nd right now, the real him was hurting.
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I stretched, wincing as my back protested. ?5ou know, I 

could really use some—?

?Ean't. In a match.? His thumbs never stopped moving.

I sighed. Horny. Bored. "tuck in a cabin with a heartW

broken boy who wouldn't look at me. Never a good comW

bination.

:n idea started forming. : terrible, wonderful idea.

I got up slowly, gripping the arm of the couch for supW

port. ?I'm going upstairs to the bathroom. If I'm not down 

in twenty minutes, send a search party.?

He grunted.

I  climbed  the  stairs  one  at  a  time,  my  lower  back 

aching with each step. The master bathroom was ridicuW

lous—huge soaking tub, rainfall shower, heated Ooors. I 

stripped down to my black bra and matching panties, letW

ting my hair fall loose from its ponytail. I looked at myself 

in the mirror. TwentyWsi-, still tight, still curvy in all the 

right places. My DWcups strained against the lace. My legs 

went on forever.

I called down the stairs. ?Bradz Ean you come up herej?

Footsteps. Hesitant. Then faster. He appeared in the 

doorway, phone still in hand, and stopped dead.
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His eyes went wide. He tried to look at my face, but they 

kept dropping—to my cleavage, to the curve of my hips, to 

my long bare legs.

?Shoa. "orry. I mean—what's upj?

I put on my best embarrassed smile. ?I'm sorry, really 

sorry. I'm super embarrassed. But can you help me shave 

my legsj I hurt my back, and I can't bend over.?

His mouth opened. Elosed. Ypened again. ?!h. Ykay.?

I stepped into the massive shower stall, turned on the 

water, and let it run warm over my legs. I grabbed the 

shaving cream and lathered up, thick white foam covering 

my calves, my knees, my thighs. I handed him a pink ra2or.

?It's like shaving your face, if your face was three feet 

long.? I grinned.

He laughed nervously and took the ra2or. He knelt beW

side the shower, reached in, and started shaving. His hand 

was shaking slightly.

I watched him work. He was careful, meticulous, his 

brow furrowed in concentration. Then—

I pulled my leg back. : thin line of blood welled up on 

my shin.

?Yh shit, I'm sorryz? He looked horriAed.

I laughed. ?It's Ane. ”iss it to make it betterj?
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He stared at me. Then, slowly, he leaned in and pressed 

his lips to the tiny cut. His mouth was warm. He lingered 

a second longer than necessary, then pulled back, his face 

bright red.

I could see it. The bulge in his sweatpants. He tried to 

shift, to hide it, but there was no mistaking it.

He kept shaving, working his way up my thighs. Higher. 

Higher. He got to the top of my thigh, where my panties 

met my skin, and stopped.

?Yh, come on,? I said. ?Se“re both adults. "have all the 

way up. I hate the way they look when they poke out of 

my panties. I won't tell anyone.?

He swallowed hard. ?Holly, I don't think—?

?I'll make it easier.? I hoisted my leg up, planting my foot 

on the shower bench, opening myself to him. My panties 

stretched.

?5ou have to put your hand on my pussy to hold it 

steady,? I said.

His hand trembled as he shaved the very edge of my 

panty line.

?Is Eindy shavedj? I asked.

He nodded, his voice barely a whisper. ?5eah.?

?Do you like the natural lookj?



HYLL5 M.K…

He couldn't answer. His hand was still on me, warm and 

steady. I was enRoying myself.

He Anished the  last  few strokes,  rinsing the  ra2or. 

?Done.?

?Thanks.? I turned the water on full, rinsing the foam 

away. Shen I looked back, he was standing, trying to hide 

the bulge. 

?5ou know,? I said, stepping out of the shower, water 

dripping down my body, ?I don't like the way Eindy treats 

you. 5ou can do better.E

FI dunno,E he started to sayG

FNo, you do know,E I replied. F5ou Rust don“t have 

the words for it. Did you enRoy what you Rust didjE He 

nodded. FDid you ever feel that turned on by Eindyj Be 

honest.E He shook his head. FThat“s what it should feel 

like with a woman you“re really attracted to. Vemember 

that.E

I think he was starting to get the message.



Chapter Six

The Boutique

I  knew Vivian was going to call me.

Not because she’d said she would.

Women like Vivian never needed to say things directly.

They simply allowed events to happen around them as 

if the universe itself had received instructions.

Three days earlier, I’d met her at an absurdly expensive 

pedicure salon in Beverly Hills—a place where cucum-

ber water probably cost twenty dollars and every woman 

looked like she either owned a production company or had 

divorced someone who did.

Vivian had sat two chairs away from me while we both 

had our feet done.

At Orst glance, she looked elegant.

At second glance, terrifyingly wealthy.
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Not jashy wealthy.

Seal wealthy.

The kind where every piece of Eewelry is understated 

speciOcally because it’s worth a fortune.

“he wore diamond earrings that caught the light only 

when she turned her head Eust right. A platinum bracelet 

rested casually against her wrist. Her cream silk blouse 

probably cost more than my monthly rent.

And she kept looking at me.

Not rudely.

Appreciatively.

”specially when the technician massaged lotion into my 

feet.

I noticed.

Lf course I noticed.

I always noticed.

PMou have beautiful posture,F she’d said at one point in 

that smooth, low voice of hers.

PThat’s a classy way of saying I know how to wear heels,F 

I replied.

Her smile deepened slightly.

PMes,F she said. PI imagine you do.F

That little exchange should have ended there.
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Instead, somehow, she’d ended up oCering to take me 

shoe shopping.

“hoe shopping.

Yike that was a perfectly normal thing for strangers to 

do together.

I’d laughed and told her maybe.

But when my phone rang Thursday morning and a pri-

vate Beverly Hills number appeared on the screen, I smiled 

before I even answered.

PHolly speaking.F

PHolly, darling,F Vivian said warmly. PI hope I’m not 

interrupting your morning.F

The woman sounded like old champagne tastes.

PJepends,F I said, leaning against my kitchen counter. 

P“hould I be nervousGF

“he laughed softly.

PNo. 7urious, perhaps.F

That alone made my pulse Eump a little.

PI wondered if you might Eoin me for lunch tomorrow.F

There was a pause after she said it.

Not awkward.

Intentional.

Vivian used silence the way other women used eyeliner.
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PWell,F I said slowly, Pwhere exactly are we goingGF

PLh, nowhere dramatic. îust a little place in Beverly 

Hills.F

Translation1 somewhere impossible.

I twirled my hair around one Onger.

PAnd if I say noGF

PI don’t think you will.F

8od.

The conOdence.

I smiled despite myself.

PLne o’clockGF

P:erfect,F she replied immediately.

Then she hung up.

No unnecessary chatter.

No conOrming details.

The woman moved through life like she owned it.

And somehow, against my better Eudgment, I was excit-

ed.

The next afternoon I stood in front of my mirror trying 

to decide exactly how dangerous I wanted to look.

There’s an art to dressing sexy for wealthy people.

Too obvious and you look cheap.

Too conservative and you disappear.
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I settled on what I privately called classy slut.

7ream satin blouse.

Black pencil skirt slit Eust enough to suggest trouble.

8old ankle bracelet.

Sed lipstick.

Hair in loose blonde waves.

And heels sharp enough to ruin marriages.

:erfect.

When  I  arrived  at  the  restaurant  Ofteen  minutes 

late—strategically late—the ma9tre d’ greeted me like vis-

iting royalty.

P6iss Holly. 6s. Ashcombe is expecting you.F

Lf course she was.

The restaurant looked less like a dining room and more 

like a private club for people who considered yachts a per-

sonality trait. 7rystal chandeliers glowed overhead. Wait-

ers joated silently between tables. “omewhere nearby, 

someone important laughed too loudly.

And there was Vivian.

I actually stopped for half a second.

“he looked incredible.

Black silk dress.

“imple diamond necklace.
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“ilver-blonde hair swept elegantly back.

”verything understated.

”verything devastating.

Women my age tried too hard to be sexy.

Vivian didn’t try at all.

“he simply existed beautifully.

“he stood when she saw me.

PMou’re even lovelier than I remembered.F

I kissed her cheek lightly.

PMou say that like you’ve been thinking about me.F

PI have.F

“he said it so calmly that it sent a little shiver through 

me.

Interesting.

Yunch unfolded like some luxurious fever dream.

7hampagne arrived without us ordering it.

Tiny perfect courses appeared one after another.

White tru0e pasta.

7aviar.

Wine that tasted expensive enough to alter tax brackets.

And through it all, Vivian focused on me with this éui-

et, unsettling attention.

Not predatory.
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Not exactly romantic.

“omething else.

P“o tell me,F she asked at one point, swirling wine gently 

in her glass, Pdo you always enEoy being admiredGF

I smiled.

PThat depends who’s admiring me.F

PAnd if the admirer is sincereGF

PLh, sincerity’s dangerous.F

Her eyes glittered at that.

Then, midway through lunch, she placed her hand gen-

tly over mine.

The touch barely lasted a second.

But I felt it instantly.

Warm skin.

:erfect nails.

A strange little current under my skin.

PI like you,F she said éuietly.

I looked down at our hands.

Uor one bi3arre moment, I wondered if Vivian wanted 

me.

Actually wanted me.

Not as decoration.

Not as entertainment.
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“omething more intimate than that.

I couldn’t éuite tell.

And honestly, that uncertainty made the moment even 

more thrilling.

After lunch, Vivian led me down Sodeo Jrive toward 

a discreet building with no sign outside.

îust a polished brass door.

A man in a tailored suit opened it immediately.

P8ood afternoon, 6s. Ashcombe.F

Inside, I nearly forgot how to breathe.

The boutiéue wasn’t a store.

It was a cathedral dedicated to shoes.

“oft lighting glowed against polished wood and Italian 

leather. ”very pair on display looked handcrafted by emo-

tionally unavailable Senaissance angels.

A woman dressed entirely in black silk approached us 

gracefully.

PWelcome back, Vivian.F

Then she turned toward me and smiled knowingly.

PAnd welcome, 6iss Holly. We’ve been expecting you.F

I blinked.

P”xcuse meGF
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Vivian Eust accepted a jute of Jom :Qrignon from an-

other attendant as casually as someone accepting tap wa-

ter.

The staC kissed her cheeks like family greeting nobility.

I suddenly felt wildly out of my depth.

Lne of the attendants disappeared into the back room 

and returned carrying a magniOcent wooden box.

Jark walnut.

Hand-carved.

Brass hinges.

The box alone probably cost more than my Orst car.

They opened it carefully.

Inside sat the most beautiful shoes I had ever seen.

Black satin stilettos.

“ix-inch heels.

”legant gold detailing twisting along the arch.

They looked less like shoes and more like weapons de-

signed by fashion gods.

PTry them on, my dear,F Vivian said softly.

I sat slowly while one of the attendants removed my 

heels.

Then I slipped my feet into the stilettos.

:erfect.
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Not close.

:erfect.

Yike they’d been designed speciOcally for me.

Which, horrifyingly, they probably had.

I stood and took a few careful steps across the boutiéue 

joor.

”very instinct inside me came alive instantly.

:ower.

8race.

Janger.

I caught Vivian watching me with unmistakable satis-

faction.

PHow do they feelGF she asked.

I exhaled slowly.

PIllegal.F

“he laughed softly.

PWe’ll take them.F

îust like that.

No discussion.

No visible transaction.

The shoes simply became mine.

And that was the moment my excitement Onally collid-

ed with suspicion.
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Nobody gave away shoes like these for free.

Not rich women.

Not anyone.

As the valet brought Vivian’s 6ercedes around, she 

handed me a cream-colored envelope embossed with gold 

lettering.

Pîoin us tonight,F she said.

I opened it.

Bel Air address.

7ocktails at eight.

P5sGF I asked carefully.

P6y husband Alfred is eager to meet you.F

Ah.

There it was.

I looked at her cautiously.

PVivianK I think maybe you misunderstood me.F

“he frowned slightly.

P6y dearGF

PI’m notKF I hesitated delicately. P:rofessionally avail-

able.F

5nderstanding crossed her face immediately.

Then amusement.

PLh heavens, no,F she said warmly. PNothing like that.F
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Selief mixed instantly with confusion.

PThen what exactly is thisGF

“he stepped closer.

7lose enough for me to smell her perfume.

îasmine and something darker underneath.

PA cocktail party,F she said softly. PAnd perhaps a little 

entertainment.F

Before I could answer, she kissed me lightly on the lips.

Luick.

”legant.

”nough to leave me stunned.

Then she turned and slid into the waiting 6ercedes.

PI do hope you’ll come.F

And Eust like that, she disappeared into Beverly Hills 

traMc.

The house in Bel Air looked like the sort of place dicta-

tors get overthrown in.

6assive iron gates.

”ndless driveway.

Uountains glowing gold in the evening light.

The mansion itself rose above the hillside like a luxury 

hotel pretending to be a private residence.
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I suddenly became very aware I grew up sharing a bath-

room with two siblings.

A tuxedoed footman opened the door before I knocked.

Inside, the entrance hall soared upward beneath mas-

sive chandeliers. 6arble joors gleamed beneath my heels. 

A sweeping staircase curved elegantly toward the second 

joor.

The air smelled faintly of orchids and old money.

Vivian descended the staircase smiling.

PHolly. Mou came.F

Tonight she wore black silk and diamonds.

“imple.

Yethal.

PMou didn’t mention you lived in Versailles,F I said.

PThis old thingGF she replied lightly, linking her arm 

through mine.

The living room contained maybe a do3en guests.

All older.

All rich.

”very woman looked polished enough to intimidate a 

federal prosecutor.

And then I saw Alfred.

Alfred Van :latten.
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”ven I knew the name.

Billionaire real estate mogul.

Lwner of half the Yos Angeles skyline.

And somehow absurdly handsome for a man his age.

“ilver hair.

:erfect tuxedo.

Warm, intelligent eyes.

The kind of older man who made younger women sud-

denly understand why therapy exists.

PAlfred,F Vivian said smoothly, Pthis is Holly.F

He turned toward me.

And for one brief second, genuine surprise crossed his 

face.

Then delight.

P6y 8od,F he murmured. PVivian undersold you.F

I smiled.

PThat’s dangerous. I’ll become impossible.F

He laughed warmly.

PI suspect you already are.F

We talked for several minutes.

Art.

Travel.

Uashion.
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And all the while I noticed his ga3e occasionally drifting 

downward toward my shoes.

Not crudely.

Admiringly.

Yike a collector studying something rare.

”ventually another guest pulled him away, and I spent 

the next half hour joating through conversations with bil-

lionaires and women who probably chaired charity galas 

for fun.

Then Vivian touched my elbow gently.

P7ome with me.F

“omething in her tone made my pulse Eump.

We went upstairs.

Jown a éuieter hallway.

Into a softly lit private sitting room.

Alfred waited there alone.

And in the center of the room stood a small pedestal.

I stopped walking.

Lh.

Lh, I thought.

Now I understand.

Vivian gestured gracefully toward the pedestal.

PWould you mind, darlingGF
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I should have been oCended.

LbEectiOed.

Instead, to my own surprise, I felt powerful.

I stepped onto the pedestal slowly, crossing one ankle 

over the other.

The satin stilettos gleamed beneath the warm amber 

light.

Alfred sat perfectly still, looking at me.

Lr rather—

Yooking at the shoes on my feet.

The room fell completely silent.

And suddenly I reali3ed this wasn’t vulgar at all.

It was intimate.

:rivate.

Almost oddly sweet.

Alfred admired beautiful footwear the way art lovers 

admired paintings.

With reverence.

I shifted my foot slightly.

His breathing changed.

Vivian noticed immediately.

PAre you reacting, my dearGF she asked softly.

Alfred nodded once.
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P“plendid,F Vivian replied.

And right then, I understood exactly who controlled 

this room.

Not the billionaire.

Vivian.

”legant, composed Vivian orchestrated everything ef-

fortlessly.

The atmosphere.

The fantasy.

”ven her husband.

Alfred rose slowly from his chair and approached me.

Jespite all his money and power, there was something 

unexpectedly vulnerable about him now.

He stopped in front of me.

P6ay IGF he asked éuietly.

I looked down at this billionaire asking permission from 

me.

“omething inside me thrilled at the irony.

PMes,F I said softly.

He knelt.

Naturally.

8racefully.

Yike a knight before a éueen.
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Then he bent and kissed the tip of one satin-covered 

shoe.

The tenderness of it startled me.

There was nothing degrading about the moment.

Nothing ugly.

îust admiration.

Uantasy.

ACection transformed into ritual.

And suddenly I understood all of it.

This wasn’t about sex.

It was about beauty.

”scape.

Jesire made elegant.

Alfred stood again, smiling faintly.

PThank you,F he said sincerely.

Then he éuietly left the room.

Yeaving me alone with Vivian.

Uor a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then she smiled.

PMou were marvelous.F

I laughed softly.

PWhat exactly Eust happenedGF

P6arriage,F she replied dryly.
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I burst out laughing.

Seal laughter.

And Vivian laughed with me.

The tension dissolved instantly.

Lutside, the night air felt cool against my skin as the 

footman retrieved my car.

The mansion glowed behind us beneath the Bel Air 

hills.

Vivian took both my hands gently in hers.

PThank you,F she said éuietly. PMou made tonight very 

special.F

I searched her face.

P“o that’s itG Mou buy beautiful women shoes and pa-

rade them in front of your husbandGF

PWhen you phrase it that way,F she said, laughing softly, 

PI sound criminal.F

PA little.F

“he smiled.

Then her expression softened.

PAlfred adores beautiful things,F she admitted. P”spe-

cially beautiful women. And I prefer he admire them safe-

ly.F

”verything clicked completely into place.
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PHe needs a little inspiration now and then,F she con-

tinued. PI give him someone da33ling to worship for an 

evening.F Her lips curved slightly. PAnd afterward, he re-

members he still has me.F

I shook my head in ama3ement.

PThis is the most expensive foreplay in human history.F

Vivian grinned.

PMou have no idea.F

We stood there smiling beneath the fountain lights.

Then she leaned close enough for her lips to brush my 

ear.

PI’m going to get laid tonight,F she whispered conspir-

atorially.

I laughed so hard I nearly stumbled in my six-inch heels.

Vivian laughed too.

And suddenly, beneath all the diamonds and elegance 

and impossible wealth, I saw her clearly.

Not Eust a billionaire’s wife.

Not Eust a society éueen.

îust a woman still gloriously alive.

“he séuee3ed my hands gently.

PWe’ll do this again.F

Not a éuestion.
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A promise.

Then she kissed my cheek and disappeared back into the 

glowing mansion.

I stood there for a moment before getting into my car, 

looking down at the impossible stilettos on my feet.

Twenty-Ove-thousand-dollar shoes.

8ifted by strangers.

Lr maybe not strangers anymore.

I smiled to myself as I slid behind the wheel.

Yos Angeles was completely insane.

And somehow, I was beginning to love it.



Chapter Seven

Making Trouble 
at Brunch 

T he brunch had been dead for at least an hour before 

I decided to have fun.

You know the kind of brunch I mean. Too much mon-

ey. Too much linen. Too many people pretending they’re 

relaxed while secretly performing for everyone around 

them.

The oceanfront club was gorgeous, I’ll give it that. 

White umbrellas. Crystal glasses sweating in the heat. Salt 

air drifting through the terrace while waves crashed below 

the cliBs like a soundtrack designed by rich people.

?ut the companyH

Oopeless.
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Trevor“my boyfriend, technically“was sitting beside 

me pretending not to stare at a girl by the pool who looked 

young enough to call him ”sirN without irony. She was 

wandering around in this tiny white bikini that left ab-

solutely nothing to the imagination, Aipping her hair every 

thirty seconds like she was trying to summon male atten-

tion through witchcraft.

Mathetic.

jot because she wasn’t pretty. She was.

?ut there’s an art to seduction, and girls like that never 

understand it. They think showing everything is power. It 

isn’t. Fystery is power. Suggestion is power. 6nticipation 

is power.

6nybody can take their clothes oB.

Trevor practically drooled into his mimosa while pre-

tending to listen to the conversation at our table.

I crossed my legs slowly beneath my sundress, letting 

the hem ride higher along my thighs. Fy leather sandals 

wrapped around my ankles in delicate straps, the heels 

Dust high enough to force a graceful arch through my feet 

whenever I moved.

Two men at another table noticed immediately.

Trevor didn’t.
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Typical.

6cross from us sat another couple Trevor knew through 

business. The man was handsome in a polished, corporate 

kind of way. qark hair. :xpensive watch. 7ood shoulders. 

The sort of man women trusted because he looked con-

trolled.

The woman beside him hated me instantly.

That happens sometimes.

Certain women can smell trouble before I say a word.

”Rh my 7od,N she said with a smile sharp enough to cut 

glass, ”your skin is incredible. qo you do ?otoxHN

There it was.

I smiled sweetly. ”jo.N

”PeallyHN she said. ”Wow. Uucky.N

TranslationV liar.

6 few minutes later she tilted her head at me and said, 

”I love your bangs. qid you cut them yourselfHN

Trevor actually snorted into his drink.

I turned toward her slowly.

”That’s such a funny Juestion.N

Oer smile tightened immediately.

7ood.

I decided then and there to ruin her day.
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jot loudly.

jot dramatically.

9ust enough.

Oer boyfriend’s name was qaniel.

I learned this because I started talking to him like no-

body else existed.

It’s ama0ing how Juickly people reveal themselves when 

you focus your full attention on them. Fost men are 

starving for it. Fost people are, honestly.

”So what do you actually doHN I asked him, leaning 

slightly closer.

Oe answered immediately.

I listened.

Peally listened.

6sked Juestions. Oeld eye contact. Smiled at the right 

moments. Uet him feel interesting.

Ois whole face changed within minutes.

Fen always think seduction starts with touch.

It doesn’t.

It starts with attention.

Feanwhile Trevor resumed staring at ?ikini 7irl near 

the pool, which honestly made my Dob easier.
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qaniel’s girlfriend“6mber, apparently“started stiB-

ening beside him almost immediately.

7ood instincts.

”So what would you rather be doing todayHN I asked 

him.

6mber interrupted instantly. ”qanny hates sitting still.N

qanny.

7od.

qaniel gave her a Juick automatic glance before turning 

back toward me.

”I like being near the water,N he admitted.

”Fe too.N

1nder the table, I slipped one sandal oB.

Ois eyes Aickered downward before he could stop him-

self.

Interesting.

I Aexed my bare foot slowly beneath the tablecloth while 

continuing the conversation like nothing had happened.

qaniel lost his train of thought mid-sentence.

There it is, I thought.

Merfect.

I slid the sandal halfway back on and let it dangle la0ily 

from my toes.
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Oe looked again.

Moor thing.

Then I let it slip free completely.

6mber noticed him looking this time.

”qannyHN she snapped.

”OmHN

”I asked if you wanted another drink.N

”Rh. 1h. Sure.N

I almost laughed.

6 minute later I brushed my bare foot gently against his 

ankle beneath the table.

Oe fro0e instantly.

jot dramatically.

9ust enough.

I kept talking casually about travel and restaurants and 

terrible networking parties while my foot moved slowly 

along his leg beneath the tablecloth.

Oe tried so hard to act normal.

That’s always the funniest part.

6mber leaned toward him sharply. ”OelloH I’m over 

here.N

qaniel blinked like he’d been woken up.

”WhatHN
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”You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said for ten min-

utes.N

I tilted my head sympathetically.

”That must be frustrating.N

6mber turned toward me fully then.

”:xcuse meHN

I smiled at her la0ily.

”Oe doesn’t want to look at you. I don’t really blame 

him.N

Silence.

?eautiful silence.

Trevor 3nally looked up from Mool 7irl.

qaniel looked like he wanted the earth to swallow him 

whole.

6mber stared at me in disbelief. ”You’re unbelievable.N

”I’ve heard that before.N

Then she turned to qaniel.

”You’re going to let her talk to me like thatHN

Moor guy.

Oe opened his mouth, but nothing came out. You could 

practically watch his nervous system short-circuiting in 

real time.
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Einally he mumbled, ”1h4 sorry. Yeah, honey. jice day 

today, rightHN

6mber laughed once“a sharp, ugly sound.

”What the fuck ever.N

Then she grabbed her bag and stormed oB across the 

terrace.

I watched her go while sipping champagne.

qaniel sat there in stunned silence.

Then I leaned toward him slightly.

”Rops.N

Oe almost laughed.

6lmost.

”You’re trouble,N he muttered.

”I know.N

1nder the table, I rubbed my foot slowly against his calf 

again.

This time he didn’t pull away.

Instead he exhaled through his nose like a man losing an 

argument with himself.

”Take a walk with me,N I said.

Oe hesitated immediately. ”She’s already mad at me.N

I tilted my head.

”She’s always going to be mad at you.N
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That hit him harder than I expected.

”You know that, rightHN I asked softly.

Oe looked down.

”She’s  training you,N I  continued.  ”Uittle  by little. 

Teaching you to apologi0e for existing.N

”That’s not“N

”It is.N

Silence.

Then I smiled faintly.

”Come walk on the beach. I won’t bite.N

I paused.

”Well. Faybe I will.N

Oe laughed nervously despite himself.

Then he stood up and followed me away from the 

brunch.

The sand felt warm beneath my feet when I took my 

sandals oB near the shoreline. The ocean bree0e lifted the 

hem of my dress while waves rolled over my ankles in cool 

white foam.

qaniel tried very hard not to stare at my feet.

Oe failed constantly.

I could feel it.

Oonestly, I liked him more because he tried not to.
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There was something sweet about the restraint.

We walked slowly along the waterline while the sounds 

of the club faded behind us.

”You’re nervous,N I told him.

”You enDoy making people nervous.N

”Yes.N

”6t least you’re honest.N

”I’m always honest. Meople Dust don’t like hearing things 

clearly.N

That made him laugh softly.

Then, after a long silence, he surprised me.

”I’m unhappy,N he admitted Juietly.

There it is.

”With herHN I asked.

”With myself too, probably.N

?etter answer.

I glanced sideways at him while ocean water curled 

around my feet again.

”You know what your problem isHN I asked.

”WhatHN

”You spend your entire life performing the version of 

yourself other people expect.N

Oe frowned slightly. ”You got all that from brunchHN
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”I got all that from watching you apologi0e with your 

face every thirty seconds.N

That one landed.

Oe laughed under his breath, but it was uncomfortable 

because he knew I was right.

”You make me sound pathetic.N

”jo,N I said softly. ”9ust trapped.N

We kept walking until we found a Juieter stretch of 

beach shaded by palm trees. 6 weathered wooden bench 

overlooked the ocean there, hidden far enough away that 

nobody from the club could really see us.

”Sit,N I told him.

We sat with a careful amount of space between us.

Eor maybe three seconds.

Then I lifted my legs and placed my feet gently in his lap.

Oe startled immediately.

”Oolly“N

”jo.N

Oe blinked.

”I want them there.N

Ois hands hovered awkwardly near my ankles like he 

wasn’t sure what to do with them.

”You can look,N I said calmly.
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Color rose instantly into his face.

”I wasn’t“N

”You were.N

Silence.

Then 3nally he admitted it.

”Yes.N

There it was again.

Oonesty.

I leaned back comfortably against the bench.

”You don’t have to be embarrassed.N

”It’s stupid.N

”jo,N I said. ”It’s human.N

Oe looked away toward the water. ”:asy for you to say.N

I smiled faintly.

”I know more about men than you think.N

That earned a reluctant smile.

I watched the conAict moving behind his eyes then. 

Shame. Curiosity. Pelief. Eear.

Uike he’d spent years trying to lock away parts of himself 

because they didn’t match whatever idea of masculinity 

he’d inherited.

I’d seen it before.

Fany times.
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”7o ahead,N I said softly.

Slowly, cautiously, he rested his hands against my feet.

Tentative.

7entle.

Uike he expected me to change my mind.

”Fmm,N I murmured approvingly.

Ois shoulders relaxed almost immediately.

Sand still clung lightly to my skin from the beach, and he 

brushed it away carefully with his thumbs while the ocean 

bree0e moved through the palms overhead.

”You’re tense,N I told him.

”I wonder why.N

I laughed softly.

Ois hands moved more con3dently now, pressing along 

my arches, rubbing slow circles into the pads of my heels.

”Rh,N I said, closing my eyes brieAy. ”You’re actually 

good at this.N

Oe smiled then.

6 real smile.

Faybe the 3rst real one I’d seen from him all day.

”There,N I said Juietly. ”That’s the real you.N

”WhatHN

”You haven’t smiled like that once since I met you.N
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Oe paused.

Peali0ed I was right.

When he looked up at me again, his breath caught 

slightly.

Fy dress had shifted.

9ust enough.

jot vulgar.

jever vulgar.

?ut enough to make his thoughts unravel visibly behind 

his eyes.

”You’re insane,N he whispered.

”Mrobably.N

The tension between us felt thick now. Salt air. Oeat. 

qesire. The sound of waves moving endlessly behind us.

I watched him carefully.

Then I said Juietly, ”I want you to think about some-

thing.N

Oe nodded immediately.

”You can choose your life diBerently.N

Oe frowned. ”What does that meanHN

”It means you don’t have to spend the next twenty years 

apologi0ing for who you are.N

Ois hands stopped moving.
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”You really think people can changeHN

”Yes.N

”OowHN

”They stop lying to themselves.N

The wind stirred through the palm leaves above us.

qaniel looked down at my feet resting in his lap, then at 

his own hands.

6t the strange peace settling over him.

”You make this sound simple,N he said.

”It isn’t simple. It’s a decision.N

Oe looked at me for a long moment then, like he was 

trying to 3gure out whether I was dangerous or honest or 

maybe both.

Mrobably both.

Then slowly, almost unconsciously, he lifted one of my 

feet and pressed a soft kiss against it.

jot frantic.

jot obscene.

9ust sincere.

The second he did it, I felt him shiver slightly afterward 

like something inside him had 3nally cracked open.

”There,N I whispered. ”SeeHN

Oe laughed softly under his breath, da0ed.
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”I should probably feel cra0ier about this.N

”qo youHN

”jo.N

”Oow do you feelHN

Oe thought about it.

Then smiled again.

”Pelieved.N

Moor guy.

Faybe there was hope for him after all.

:ventually  the  sunlight  began  softening  toward 

evening, and reality drifted back in around us.

”We should go,N he said reluctantly.

”Yes.N

We stood.

Oe looked diBerent now. Straighter somehow. Uighter.

Still uncertain.

?ut awake.

6s we walked back toward the club, I slipped my sandals 

back on slowly, fastening the delicate straps around my 

ankles one by one.

qaniel watched every movement.

Rf course he did.

jear the terrace entrance, I stopped him gently.
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”7o in separately.N

Oe nodded.

”I’ll come later. jo scene.N

”Pight.N

Eor a moment neither of us moved.

Then I smiled faintly.

”Call me.N

Oe laughed softly. ”You assume I will.N

”You will.N

Oe looked at me for another long second.

”I probably will.N

I stepped closer Dust long enough for him to catch the 

scent of my perfume again“Dasmine, warm skin, ocean air.

”We only Dust started,N I said Juietly. ”There’s a lot of 

work to do.N

Oe shook his head, smiling helplessly now.

”You really are trouble.N

I smiled.

”Yes,N I said.

”I know.N



Chapter Eight

At the 
Conference Table

D ick Harrow loved hearing himself explain things.

That was the yrst thing everbone learned auoBt 

him at &lackstone R Ceed Uapital in &everlb Hills. The 

second thing theb learned was that he was almost never as 

smart as he thoBght he was.

,nfortBnatelb for the rest of BsY Dick had gone to ’ale 

with the managing directorqs sonY which in ynance was 

apparentlb the eSBivalent of divine ordination. jo there 

he sat at the head of the conference taule everb morningY 

Oaw polishedY cBLinks gleamingY explaining concepts to 

people vastlb more SBaliyed than he was.
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WnclBding -amela Eeiss. -oor -amela. ThirtbQfoBr bears 

old. -hD in Fconomics from -rinceton. zBiet voice. &rilQ

liant mind. The kind of woman who coBld dismantle 

a “ederal Ceserve white paper uefore ureakfast and still 

apologi”e when someone interrBpted her.

Dick was cBrrentlb Ateaching— her how an inverted 

TreasBrb bield cBrve worked. W sat across from them in a 

charcoal uBsiness sBit with mb legs crossed tightlb ueneath 

the glass conference tauleY watching -amela nod politelb 

while Dick mangled macroeconomics with the conydence 

of a man who had never once doButed himself.

AThe thing auoBt inversionY— Dick dronedY pacing ueQ

side the proOection screenY Ais that investors get emotional. 

Theb panic. Thatqs what caBses the cBrve.—

-amela opened her moBth slightlb. Ulosed it again. W 

coBld practicallb hear the scream trapped uehind her proQ

fessional smile. The poor woman had spent her whole life 

making herself smaller so mediocre men coBld feel taller.

W hated it.

Gnd DickN

:odY Dick was the kind of man who confBsed conyQ

dence with competence. VormallbY W ignored him. 0en 
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like Dick existed in everb investment uank in Gmerica. &Bt 

todab Wqd arrived in a mood.

0abue it was the market volatilitb. 0abue it was the 

third espresso. Mr mabue it was uecaBse Wqd come prepared.

W shifted slightlb in mb chair. &eneath the tauleY W slipped 

one ulack pBmp o5 mb foot. Dickqs ebes ?ickered instantlb 

downward.

There it isY W thoBght. :ot boB.

The man uarelb missed a ueat in his lectBreY uBt W caBght 

the distraction immediatelb. jome men liked cleavage. 

jome liked lips.

Dick liked nblon. Wnteresting. W slowlb ?exed mb foot ueQ

neath the conference tauleY letting the sheer ulack pantbQ

hose catch the overhead light.

Dickqs voice faltered for half a second. -amela kept starQ

ing at her noteuook. MulivioBs. Mr pretending to ue.

W stretched slightlb in mb chairY arching mb uack as if mb 

mBscles ached from a long morning.

A0mmY— W mBrmBred softlb. A0b feet are killing me 

todab.—

Dick looked down again. GusolBtelb hopeless.
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0eanwhile -amela sat there in her ueige cardigan and 

sensiule loafersY looking like sheqd wandered accidentallb 

into an investment uank from a pBulic liurarb in 2776.

Wt made me irrationallb angrb. &ecaBse she was urilliant. 

Gnd urilliant women shoBld never dress like apologies.

Dick continBed ramuling auoBt uond markets while 

getting increasinglb distracted ub mb dangling shoe. W let 

it hang from mb toes la”ilb.

Then ynallbY W slipped o5 the other pBmp too. That 

got his fBll attention. W rolled mb chair uack slightlb and 

rBuued the sole of one foot throBgh the nblon with exagQ

gerated relief.

Dickqs ebes droppedY and stabed there. 0en alwabs 

thoBght theb were sButle. Theb werenqt. Vot even close.

-amela ynallb glanced over at me with mild confBsion. 

W smiled innocentlb.

Dick cleared his throat.

AGs W was sabingNthe bield cBrve is fBndamentallb driQ

ven ubN—

W calmlb placed uoth feet on the edge of the conference 

taule.

jilence. Dick stopped talking entirelb. The room went 

still. 0b ulack nblonQclad legs stretched elegantlb across 
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polished glass while mb discarded pBmps rested ueneath 

mb chair.

Dick stared. Vot even pretending otherwise now. 

AEoBld boB mind not doing that…— he said stiLb.

W smiled sweetlb and saidY AErite me Bp with HC.—

His Oaw tightened.

AGnd Wqll make sBre theb hear all auoBt the Uabmans.—

That shBt him Bp ueaBtifBllb.

-amela ulinked uetween BsY Btterlb lost.

Dick slowlb sat down. “or the yrst time in recorded 

historbY he had nothing to sab. W shot -amela a tinb wink. 

jhe looked even more confBsed.

:odY she was adoraule.

Gt  noonY  W  walked past  -amelaqs  oGce and leaned 

against the doorframe.

A1Bnch…—

jhe looked Bp from a spreadsheet.

AMhNW uroBght salad.—

ATragic. Uome on. 0b treat.—

Twentb minBtes laterY we were seated at a sleek little 

Wtalian restaBrant downtown while -amela nervoBslb exQ

amined the wine list like it might contain exam SBestions.
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A’oB knowY— W said casBallbY sipping sparkling waterY 

AboBqre actBallb verb prettb.—

-amela nearlb choked.

AWqm sorrb…—

AWqm serioBs.— W gestBred lightlb toward her oversi”ed 

glasses. A’oB OBst hide uehind all this.—

jhe ulinked at me.

AW donqt know what boB mean.—

A’esY boB do.—

W leaned forward slightlb.

A-amelaY boB dress like boBqre trbing to convince the 

world not to notice boB.—

Her cheeks reddened instantlb.

AMhY :od.—

AVoY no.— W smiled gentlb. AWqm not critici”ing boB. Wqm 

sabing boB donqt have to disappear.—

jhe looked down at the taule. Eomen alwabs looked 

down when thebqd spent bears ueing taBght not to occBpb 

space. W hated that too.

A’oBqre smarter than everb man in the departmentY— W 

continBed. AFspeciallb Dick. &Bt somehow heqs the one 

performing expertise while boB sit there nodding politelb.—

-amela stirred her drink SBietlb.
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Then ynallb3

A0b father alwabs said men donqt like intimidating 

women.—

W laBghed oBt loBd.

A-amY men donqt even like competent women.—

That startled a smile oBt of her. :ood.

AThereqs nothing wrong with ueing ueaBtifBl and inQ

telligent at the same timeY— W said. A’oB donqt have to pick 

one.—

jhe stBdied me carefBllb now.

AGnd what exactlb are boB proposing…—

W smiled slowlb.

Ajhopping.—

Three hoBrs laterY -amela stood fro”en in front of a 

mirrored dressing room platform at &ergdorf :oodmanY 

looking like sheqd accidentallb uecome the star of a mBch 

more expensive life.

AMh mb :odY— she whispered.

Fxactlb.

The transformation wasnqt dramatic uecaBse -amela 

had changed.

Wt was dramatic uecaBse sheqd ynallb stopped hiding.
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The ytted charcoal skirt sBit hBgged her ygBre perfectlb. 

The hemline sat OBst slightlb auove conservative expectaQ

tions withoBt crossing into ausBrditb. &lack heels elonQ

gated her legs ueaBtifBllbY and sheer ulack hosierb gave the 

whole look polish and conydence.

-amela stared at herself like she was meeting a stranger.

A’oB have incrediule legsY— W informed her.

jhe laBghed nervoBslb.

AVoY W donqt.—

A’es. ’oB ausolBtelb do.—

The sales associate nodded immediatelb.

Ajhe reallb does.—

-amela ulBshed harder.

AW canqt a5ord anb of this.—

AW know.—

W pBlled oBt mb pBrse.

Then W casBallb revealed a thick stack of hBndredQdollar 

uills.

-amelaqs ebes widened.

AHollbK—

AMBr friend Dick has some fascinating side income.—

AEhat does that mean…—
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AWt means Dick is sloppb. He sells insider trading tips for 

cashY uBt he thinks he wonqt get caBght.—

W peeled o5 several uills.

AGnd occasionallb sloppb men sBusidi”e women who 

deserve uetter wardroues.—

-amela stared at me.

AHollbY are boB telling meN—

AWqm telling boBY Dick gets paid cash ub people who 

shoBldnqt ue pabing him cash. He coBld go to prison. 

Wmagine Dick as someoneqs cell uitch.—

Her moBth fell openY she giggled nervoBslb.

A’oB stole from him…—

W smiled.

A&orrowed withoBt permission.—

To mb sBrpriseY -amela looked less horriyed than fasciQ

nated. Wnteresting.

ACelaxY— W said. ADick prouaulb wonqt even notice.—

Then W tilted mb head slightlb.

AGnd honestlb… Eatching corrBpt men ynance powerQ

fBl women is one of lifeqs Bnderrated pleasBres.—

-amela laBghed again. G real laBgh this time. Vot the 

timid little oGce laBgh she Bsed aroBnd male execBtives. 

That was the moment W reali”ed she was changing alreadb.
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Uonydence is addictive once women ynallb taste it. 

Ee uoBght three sBits. “ive pairs of shoes. G ridicBloBs 

amoBnt of hosierb. Then makeBp3 -erfBmeY lipstickY the 

works. Gnd ynallbY a yveQhBndredQdollar salon appointQ

ment that transformed -amelaqs hair from Aassistant proQ

fessor Bnder stress— into glossb urBnette sophistication.

&b the end of the eveningY even -amela walked di5erQ

entlb. jtraighter. jlower. 0ore aware of herself. :ood.

Three dabs laterY Dick sBmmoned uoth of Bs into his 

oGce.

W  arrived yrst.  -amela followed seconds later.  Dick 

looked Bp from his deskNNand fro”e. Uompletelb fro”e. 

HonestlbY it was magniycent.

-amela looked ureathtaking. Her ytted navb skirt sBit 

emphasi”ed everb elegant line of her ygBre. The ulack heels 

gave her postBre conydence. Her hair framed her face softQ

lb nowY and sButle makeBp transformed her from invisiule 

to Bnforgettaule.

0ost importantlbY she looked aware of herself for the 

yrst time.

Dick ulinked. Then ulinked again.

AEhereqs -amela…— he asked aBtomaticallb.

W uBrst oBt laBghing.



EMCjHW- 0’ “FFT3 4M1,0F 2 222

AThis is -amela.—

His expression was priceless.

Ajhe OBst stopped dressing like a doormat.—

-amela actBallb smirked. G smirk. -rogress.

Dick stood awkwardlb and saidY AWK see.—

VoY boB donqtY W thoBght. ’oBqre seeing her for the yrst 

time in boBr life.

His ebes kept drifting toward -amelaqs legs now. Toward 

the sleek ulack hosierb. Toward the heels. Toward conyQ

dence itself. “Bnnb how men sBddenlb respected women 

once theb uecame sexBallb aware of them.

-atheticY reallb.

W sat casBallb on the edge of Dickqs desk. -amela followed 

mb lead after onlb the uriefest hesitation. Dick looked 

deeplb Bnsettled now.

:ood.

Ajit downY DickY— W said pleasantlb.

He ouebed aBtomaticallb uefore reali”ing heqd done it. W 

almost smiled.

A-amelaY— W continBed smoothlbY Awhb donqt boB exQ

plain how the inverted bield cBrve actBallb works…—

-amela glanced at me. ThenY ueaBtifBllbY she crossed one 

leg over the other and uegan speaking with calm aBthoritb.
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AThe inversion itself isnqt caBsed ub panicY— she said 

evenlb. AWtqs driven ub expectations aroBnd fBtBre growthY 

monetarb policbY and in?ation.—

Dick swallowed. -amela continBed. Gnd for the next 

ten minBtesY she dismantled everb oversimpliyed thing 

Dick had said in the conference room earlier that week.

Flegantlb. -reciselb. 0ercilesslb.

0eanwhileY Dick sat there sweating slightlb while two 

impeccaulb dressed women occBpied his oGce like predaQ

tors loBnging in a private clBu.

Gt one point -amela adOBsted her heel slowlb ueneath 

the desk.

Dickqs ebes ?ickered downward instinctivelb. W caBght it 

immediatelb. jo did -amela.

Wnteresting.

jhe looked at me urie?b. W gave the tiniest approving 

nod. Uonydence reallb did sBit her.

&b the time -amela ynished explaining the relationship 

uetween inversionY rate expectationsY and recession foreQ

castingY Dick looked like he wanted the ?oor to swallow 

him whole.

AzBestions…— -amela asked sweetlb.

Dick cleared his throat.
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AVo.—

AEonderfBlY— W said.

W rose slowlb from the desk and walked aroBnd uehind 

his chair.

Dick sti5ened instantlb.

A’oB know what boBr proulem is…— W asked softlb.

He stared straight ahead.

A’oB think conydence comes from making other people 

smaller.—

jilence.

A&Bt actBal power…— W leaned closer slightlb. AGctBal 

power is recogni”ing competence when itqs sitting right in 

front of boB.—

-amela watched SBietlb nowY no longer shrinking from 

the moment. :ood girl.

Dick adOBsted his tie nervoBslb.

AW mab have Bnderestimated -amelaqsN—

AWntelligence…— W sBggested.

He swallowed.

A’es.—

-amela smiled calmlb.

AGpologb accepted.—
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Gnd there it was. Vot revenge. Vot hBmiliation. jomeQ

thing uetter. Uorrection.

Dick ynallb looked Bp at -amela directlbNnot past herY 

not throBgh herY uBt at her. -ossiulb for the yrst time ever.

AWqd like boB to lead the client urieyng next weekY— he 

admitted SBietlb.

-amela ulinked. Then looked at me. W simplb smiled.

Take the win.

jhe tBrned uack toward Dick.

AWqd ue happb to.—

Gs -amela and W walked toward the doorY W paBsed and 

glanced uack at him.

AMhY and Dick…—

He looked Bp caBtioBslb.

AThe next time boB feel tempted to explain economics 

to the -rinceton -hDK— W smiled sweetlb. A0abue donqt.—

-amela laBghed oBt loBd ueside me as we left the oGce 

together.

Gnd somewhere uehind BsY for once in his lifeY Dick 

Harrow remained completelb speechless.

Gfter -amela had retBrned to her oGceY W went uack 

into Dickqs oGce and reached into mb uag. W took oBt 

a large pair of pantbhose and threw them on his desk. W 
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leaned down and whispered in his earY AWf boB wear these 

tomorrowY Wqll ue extra nice to boB.—



Chapter Nine

The Workout

T he rsti ihngp oeloce glinae bulmi ye bi ihe pdy nt 

yd ul.dI

The tealg. ihngp ihed glinae nt ihbi k wglx efbaicd xhbi 

e-eai ni hbt lg iheyI

Thbi alyungbinlg ieg.t il ybwe aesibng yeg ybcEmgaJ

inlgI

vtoeanbccd yeg cnwe qleI

vFesd pdy hbt b qleI

Tll ymah alclpgeI Tll ymah algr.egaeI Tbgw ilot 

ami tl clx ihed osbainabccd ,mbcnEd bt tmsseg.es WbptI The 

wng. lE pmd xhl ihngwt .sloongp hebFd xenphit clm.cd 

almgit bt oestlgbcnidI

Ols  ihsee  xeewt  tisbnphiR  qle  hb.  isbgtElsye.  yd 

eFegngp xlswlmit ngil hnt oestlgbc ybingp snimbcI
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—bgpI CsmgiI OcefI 7llw bi YlccdI PeoebiI

kA. ue hbcExbd ihslmph abs.nl bg. tm..egcd8

NP9MYI

Txl  eglsylmt  .myuuecct  hniingp  ihe  Wlls  hbs. 

eglmph il sepnties lg ihe Pnahies tabceI

Theg abye ihe oesElsybgaeI qle slccngp hnt thlmc.est 

ubawI 1engt umcpngpI —naeot WefngpI vdet .snEingp ilxbs. 

ye il ybwe tmse kA. xnigette. hnt pclsnlmt .ntocbd lE ybtJ

amcnge psebigettI

YlgeticdR ni xbt efhbmtingpI 9g. sn.namclmtI

—eabmte qle xbtgAi eFeg isbngngp osloescdI Ye xbt oesJ

Elsyngp ybtamcngnid Els bg nybpngbsd bm.negaeI ShnahR 

mgElsimgbiecd Els hnyR ngacm.e. yeI

k tibde. Elamte. lg ihe MibnsVbtiesR yd omcte eceFbie.R 

ucbaw ceppngpt acngpngp il yd hnot xhnce txebi pbihese. 

cnphicd uegebih yd tolsit usbI k illw rigett tesnlmtcdI —l.J

net cnwe ynge .n.gAi hbooeg baan.egibccdI Veg bcxbdt btJ

tmye. algr.egae xbt e-lsicett lg uebminEmc xlyegI

ki xbtgAiI ki xbt .ntanocngeI NlgtntiegadI NlgislcI qle 

hb. glge lE ihlte ihngptI

9glihes clm. asbth eahle. basltt ihe xenphi sllyI k 

pcbgae. tn.exbdtI These he xbt bpbngR aheti om-e. lmiR 
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oseieg.ngp gli il cllw bi ye xhnce Fesd luFnlmtcd cllwngp 

bi yeI

Cl.R xhbi b .lswI

9g. dei uegebih bcc ihe luglfnlmt bcohbJybce ihebiesR k 

tegte. tlyeihngp ecteI

Mlyeihngp hn..egI Mlyeihngp tlEiesI Veg cnwe qle bcJ

xbdt lFesoesElsye. ybtamcngnid Els b sebtlgI The clm.es 

ihe baiR ihe unppes ihe ngteamsnid mg.esgebihI

k tynce. tclxcd il ydtecEI —eabmte k hb. b Eeecngp k wgex 

efbaicd xhbi yb.e qle inawI 9g. ilgnphiR k xbt rgbccd 

ulse. eglmph il rg. lmi nE k xbt snphiI

k tieooe. l- ihe MibnsVbties bg. xnoe. txebi cnphicd 

Esly yd geaw xnih b ilxecI kyye.nbiecdR qle glinae.I HE 

almste he .n.I Veg cnwe qle ylgnilse. biisbainFe xlyeg 

ihe xbd bns isb”a algislc ylgnilse. ngalyngp ocbgetI 

k abmphi hnt ede usneWdI Theg k tynce.I ?li eFeg b sebc 

tynceI qmti ihe tybcceti cniice bymte. psngI —mi il b ybg cnwe 

qleR ihbi xbt ubtnabccd b ybssnbpe osloltbcI

Ye bubg.lge. hnt .myuuecct bcylti ngtibgicdI 

YllwI

7ngeI

MngwesI
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zYedR2 he tbn.R isdngp Fesd hbs. il tlmg. abtmbc xhnce 

Ebncngp toeaibamcbscdI zLlm gee. b toli02

k cllwe. hny mo bg. .lxg tclxcdI

Cl.R he xbt isdngp tl hbs.I

z9aimbccdR2 k tbn.R zk xbt plngp il .l omccmotI2

z:esEeaiR2 he seocne. nyye.nbiecdI zk pli dlmI2

?bimsbccdI

Se xbcwe. ilxbs. ihe omccmo tibinlg ilpeihes xhnce k 

hn. yd tynceI qle tismiie. uetn.e ye cnwe heA. Dmti xlg b 

algieti glul.d ecte wgex efntie.I :lls ihngpI

k sebahe. ihe ubs bg. tiseiahe. yd bsyt lFesheb. tclxcd 

ueElse psnoongp niI Theg k omcce. ydtecE moxbs. tyllihcdI 

9t k .n.R yd ibgw ilo thnEie. tcnphicdI 

9g. qle tbx ihe .bsw hbns uegebih yd bsytI vfbaicd bt 

ocbgge.I

Ye Esl!eI ?li .sbybinabccdI qmti eglmphI Ynt efosettnlg 

Wnawese. ihslmph algEmtnlgR EbtangbinlgR .ntalyElsiR amJ

snltnid8bcc ng bulmi hbcE b tealg.I

These ni ntR k ihlmphiI kgiesetingpI

Vlti yl.esg yeg baie. cnwe xlyeg gbimsbccd efntie. 

hbnscett ueclx ihe edeuslxtI Lebst lE rciese. kgtibpsby 

oesEeainlg bg. uebmid b.Fesintngp hb. sexnse. ihens usbngtI

—mi Ebtangbinlg bg. .ntalyElsi lEieg cnFe. tn.eJudJtn.eI
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9g. .ntalyElsi0 4ntalyElsi xbt seFebcngpI k .slooe. 

cnphicd ubaw il ihe Wlls bg. cllwe. .nseaicd bi hnyI

zShbi02 k btwe. ngglaegicdI

z?lihngpI2

k incie. yd heb.I

zLlm .lgAi cnwe ul.d hbns02

z?lç k yebg8niAt rgeI2 Ye tbn. ni ill ,mnawcdI 

k tynce. tclxcdI

zkAy b xlybgR qleI Slyeg pslx hbnsI2

zPnphiI TlibccdI2

—mi he almc.gAi tilo cllwngpI Thbi xbt ihe .ecnanlmt 

obsiI The algWnaiI

:mucnacdR he xbgie. il seDeai niI :snFbiecdR he almc.gAi 

tilo ihngwngp bulmi niI Veg bse Ebtangbingp xheg ihed 

alccn.e xnih ihens lxg hn..eg .etnsetI k tieooe. acltesI

Nclte eglmph il clxes yd FlnaeI

zLlm abg tilo oseieg.ngpR2 k ymsymse.I

Ynt ihslbi inphiege. FntnucdI

zkAy gli oseieg.ngp bgdihngpI2

zMmseI2

k cnEie. lge edeuslxI ThegR Fesd .ecnuesbiecdR k sbnte. lge 

bsy tcnphicd xhnce ybngibngngp ede algibaiI qle txbcclxe. 

hbs.I
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The pdy um!!e. bslmg. mt8ybahnget hmyyngpR ymJ

tna omctngp lFesheb.R oeloce ylFngp ihslmph ihens slmJ

inget alyoceiecd mgbxbse lE ihe otdahlclpnabc ebsih,mbwe 

hbooegngp uetn.e ihe omccmo ubstI

z?l lgeAt obdngp biieginlg il mtR2 k tbn. tlEicdI

qle pcbgae. bslmg. ngtingainFecdI

vfbaicd cnwe k wgex he xlmc.I

9g. ihbi ingd ylyegi ilc. ye eFesdihngpI

Ye xbgie. oesynttnlgI ?li te.mainlgI :esynttnlgI 

TheseAt b .n-esegaeI k cebge. acltesI

zMl amsnlmtR2 k xhntoese. iebtngpcdI zCl bheb.R pnFe ni b 

tgn-I2 

qle pbFe b gesFlmt cbmphR isdngp .etoesbiecd il sealFes 

algislc lE ihe tnimbinlgI

—mi heA. bcseb.d clti niI Nheawngp il ybwe tmse ihbi gl 

lge xbt xbiahngpR he cebge. ng bg. omi hnt glte snphi mo 

bpbngti yd bsyoniI ki inawce.I Ye nghbce. .eeocdR thm..esJ

ngp xnih pmncid ocebtmseI

zOlcclx yeR2 k tbn.I

qle luede. ngtibgicdI

Cll. uldI

k ce. hny bxbd Esly ihe aslx.e. xenphi Wlls ilxbs. 

ihe ,mneies xeccgett xngp gebs ihe dlpb tim.nltI The pdy 
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hb. ihete sn.namclmt cniice z!eg sllyt2 snah yeyuest mte. 

Els ye.nibinlg ls usebihngp efesantet ls oseieg.ngp tisett 

almc. ue amse. ud taegie. abg.cetI

9i ihnt hlms ihed xese ylticd eyoidI :esEeaiI

k loege. lge lE ihe sllyt bg. tieooe. ngtn.eI MlEi 

cnphingpI Sll. WllstI 9 tybcc uegah bpbngti ihe xbccI

Nbcyngp ngtismyegibc ymtna .snEingp Ebngicd ihslmph 

hn..eg toebwestI qle Elcclxe. ye ng cllwngp tnymcibgeJ

lmtcd efanie. bg. iessnre.I k aclte. ihe .lls uehng. mtI

The acnaw lE ihe claw ahbgpe. ihe biyltohese nyye.nJ

biecdI :snFbie glxI

qleAt algr.egae seimsge. Els efbaicd ihsee tealg.tI 

Theg he tieooe. acltes xnih ihbi ose.naibuce ybce btJ

tmyoinlg ihbi eFesd Wnsibinlg eFegimbccd eg.e. ng baaettI

k hec. mo lge hbg.I

z?lI2

Ye tilooe. ngtibgicdI

NlgEmtnlg asltte. hnt EbaeI

zHhI MlssdI k ihlmphi ybdue52

zLlm ihlmphi ihnt xbt bulmi dlm peiingp cbn.02

Ynt aheewt Wmthe. usnphi se.I

zk .n.gAi tbd ihbiI2

zLlm .n.gAi hbFe ilI2
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k tieooe. acltes tclxcd glxI

qle xbt ibcces ihbg yeI —slb.es ihbg yeI :hdtnabccd 

tislgpes ng eFesd luFnlmt xbdI

9g. dei ihe slly ueclgpe. eginsecd il yeI ThbiAt ihe 

Emggd ihngp bulmi aesibng yegI

Bg.esgebih bcc ihe ymtacet bg. glnte bg. txbppesR 

ihedAse .etoesbie Els tlyelge il tee ihslmph iheyI

zk wglx xhbi dlm baimbccd cnweR2 k tbn. ,mneicdI

qle isne. il cbmph ni l-I

zLlm .lgAi wglx bgdihngp bulmi yeI2

z4lgAi k02

k xbiahe. ihe iegtnlg ng hnt DbxI

The mgaesibngidI The efanieyegi he acebscd xnthe. he 

xbtgAi EeecngpI

Ye tbn.R zMlR xhbi .l k xbgi02 

zk ihngw dlm wglxI2 Ye isne. il ucm-R il bai ilmphR xnih 

hnt ymtacet umcpngp cnwe z7b.d dlm .lgAi iecc Vv xhbi il 

.lI2

?li umdngp niI 

zCei lg bcc ElmstR2 k alyybg.e.I zCei lg ihe Wlls cnwe 

ihe .lp dlm bseI2 

Ye alyocne.R cllwngp eyubssbtte. umi ylse ihbg b cniJ

ice imsge. lgI 
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zLlmAse b .lpI 4lpt cnwe il tgn- ihngptR gl02 

qle xbt algEmte.R Els sebcR umi he .n.gAi tbd bgdihngpI 

k illw l- lge lE yd tgebwest bg. omcce. l- b rcihd tlaw 

kA. ueeg xebsngp bcc xeewI ki tibgw tl ymah k almc. ubsecd 

tibg. ihe tyeccI k .bgpce. ni ng Eslgi lE qleAt EbaeI Ye omcce. 

bxbdR ihe omucna obsi lE hny oseieg.ngp he xbtgAi imsge. 

lg cnwe b Esenphi isbng ubssecngp .lxg ihe isbawI 

zMyecc niR2 k ls.ese. hnyI Ye pbFe ni b cniice tgn-I Ye 

acebscd cnwe. niR umi hnt EbIb.e xbt ill tislgpI zCl bheb.R 

qleR2 k tbn.R ylse pegicdI zSe ulih wglx ihnt nt xhbi dlm 

xbgiI2 

k thlFe. ihe .nsid tlaw snphi ngil hnt glteI Ye almc.gAi 

heco hnytecEI Ye illw ihe tlaw Esly hesR osette. ni bpbngti 

hnt glteR bg. illw b .eeoR .eeo usebih ngI Ye hec. ihe taegi 

ngtn.e Els b clgp inye ueElse ceiingp ni lmi xnih b pbtoI 

z?lxR cnaw yd .nsidR txebid ilet acebgR2 k alyybg.e.R 

ibwngp l- yd lihes tgebwesI k tbi lg ihe uegah bg. .bgpce. 

ulih Eeei ng Eslgi lE hnt EbaeI Ye .letgAi gee. il oseieg. 

bgdylseI Ye tcmsot ueixeeg yd iletR cnawngp ihey acebgR 

alyoceiecdI

k xncc b.yni ihbi k egDlde. ihe tegtbinlgR umi k cnwe. ni 

ueiies ihbi k hb. qle xhese he gee.e. il ueI k pli mo il 

cebFeR ubseElli bg. hlc.ngp yd tgebwest ng yd hbg.I zkAcc 
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cebFe ihe tlawtI kE dlmAse olcnie il ye bg. tilo thlxngp l- 

tl ymahR dlm abg hbFe b gex obns eFesd xeewI2



Chapter Ten

The Headmistress

I  smoothed the stif abrciw oa the doydv dcess opec mv 

hi,sk the n-eelge-uth hem rc.shi-u bubi-st mv thiwn 

yhite stowni-us yith b yhis,ec thbt se-t b sewcet shipec ., 

mv s,i-eA 2t 6zk yith mv rgo-d hbic t.wned bybv .-dec 

the sepece -.-lgine yiuk I rbcegv cewou-iTed the ,cim hebdl

mistcess stbci-u rbwn acom the miccocA 7he octho,ediw 

shoesk wg.-nv b-d .-viegdi-uk e-wbsed mv siTe B aeetk theic 

hebpv soges b stbcn wo-tcbst to the degiwbte heegs I wcbped i- 

mv ,cipbte mome-tsA 3e-ebth it bggk the uicdge wi-whed mv 

4zl6xl4z Du.ce i-to b- eWbuuecbted ho.cugbss oa cestcbi-tk 

the o.tdbted .-decyebc acom b-othec ecb h.uui-u mv 

most i-timbte w.cpes gine b aocridde- emrcbweA 2 Olw., 

rcbssiece wom,geted the e-semrgek modest vet i-siste-t 

bubi-st mv sni-A
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FcA 0oh-so-A Fv ogd ho-ocs V-ugish tebwhec acom hiuh 

swhoogk b-wie-t epe- the-k -oy s.cegv ,.shi-u '—A MeGd 

bgybvs hbd thbt geeci-u ubTe i- the rbwn oa the wgbsscoomk 

gi-ueci-u b rebt too go-u o- the uicgsG geusk theic snictsA 2 

deue-ecbte wcee,k heGd ebc-ed epecv rit oa this Gbccb-uel

me-tG ye shbcedA I did yhbt he yb-ted;i-d.gued his 

tyisted ogdlabshio-ed ab-tbsies;b-d i- cet.c-k shoestoce 

uiat wbcds qoyed gine wo-tcitio-A 2 tho.sb-d doggbcsG yocth 

todbvk -o do.rtA 

?.igt qiwneced abi-tgv i- mv whestj he ybs o-we b- b.l

thocitv Du.cek batec bggA 3.t it abded ".iwnA Me ybs ,bvi-u 

aoc those stoge- ugb-wesk those .-s,one- h.-uecsA 2-d 

tc.th re togdk the ,oyec thcigged meA Peei-u b mb- gine 

him;o-we so domi-eeci-u yith his ced ,e- b-d stec- gewl

t.ces;ced.wed to ".ipeci-u oredie-we .-dec mv wo-tcog 

iu-ited b dee,k se-s.bg Dce yithi-A

Fv aeet bwhed bgcebdv i- the octho,ediwsk b d.gg ,cess.ce 

thbt miccoced the r.igdi-u te-sio- goy i- mv reggvA I goped 

this ubmek the tebse oa mv aeet hidde- vet om-i,cese-tk the 

,comise oa theic domi-b-we wgobned i- doydi-essA Ocil

pi-u to his ".iet s.r.crb- homek I qeWed mv toes bubi-st 

the stif i-sogesk imbui-i-u the yeiuht IGd soo- ,cess .,o- 
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himA :ocridde- .cues sticced;mi-e bs m.wh bs hisA Rhbt 

yomb- yo.gd-Gt sbpoc re-di-u s.wh b cegiw to hec yigg9

7he dooc wcebned o,e- bt mv n-ownk b-d thece he ybsL 

acbigk yhitelhbicedk eves doy-wbst i- i-stb-t s.rmissio-A 

Ritho.t b yocdk he sh.Ned to the woc-ec oa his dimgv 

git gipi-u coomk si-ni-u to the qoock abwe ,cessed to the 

yoc- wbc,etA 7he siuht se-t b c.sh thco.uh mek mv ,.gse 

".iwne-i-uA I ste,,ed i-sidek the hebpv wg.-n oa mv shoes 

ewhoi-u gine $.dume-tA

5Eo.Gpe ree- b pecv rbd rovk5 I i-to-edk mv poiwe ,itwhed 

goy b-d b.thocitbtipek gbwed yith thbt qictbtio.s edue I 

wo.gd-Gt ".ite s.,,cessA I b,,cobwhedk the octho,ediw 

soges th.ddi-u soatgvA Mis sho.gdecs te-sedA Hbisi-u mv 

hb-dk I degipeced b sgb,;-ot rc.tbgk r.t shbc, e-o.uh to 

mbne his hebd s-b,k b ced rgoom stbi-i-u his ,b,ecv wheenA 

Me qi-whedk b soat yhim,ec eswb,i-uk r.t sbid -othi-uA 

Me n-ey he desecped itA Re roth didA

I wicwged him sgoygvk the c.stge oa mv stowni-us bubi-st 

ebwh othec b s.rtge svm,ho-v o-gv I wo.gd hebcA 5Eo. 

yece wb.uht stebgi-u ,b-ties acom the uicgsG gownec coomk5 

I bww.sedk getti-u the yocds hb-u hebpvk dci,,i-u yith 

cewbgged swb-dbgA Miuh swhoog ewhoesL yhis,ecs oa the ,ecpv 
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tebwheck sowns b-d .-decthi-us pb-ishi-uA 5Rhbt do vo. 

hbpe to sbv aoc vo.csega95

5Poccvk Mebdmistcessk5 he m.cm.cedk poiwe tcemrgi-uk 

eves DWed o- the qoocA 5I yo-Gt do it bubi-A5

I ,b.sedk tigti-u mv hebdk the yiuGs sepece gi-es acbmi-u 

mv aeiu-ed stec--essA 5Oo vo. gine uicgsG .-decyebc95 Me 

shoon his hebd piuoco.sgvk -ok b q.sh wcee,i-u ., his -ewnA 

53.t vo. yece stebgi-u themA Oo vo. gine to wear them95

FoctiDwbtio- tyisted his aebt.cesk his acbig rodv shbni-u 

gine b geba i- yi-dA It ybs eW".isite;his h.migibtio- aeedl

i-u mv bco.sbgk b ybcm woig tiuhte-i-u yithi- the uicdgeGs 

Dcm ucbs,A Me ybs .ttecgv eW,osedk his sewcet ,ecpecsio-s 

gbid rbce .-dec mv ubTeA 2-d it t.c-ed him o-j I wo.gd 

see it i- the s.rtge h.-wh oa his sho.gdecsk the ".iwne-ed 

rcebthA

:com mv opecsiTed ,.cse;,bct oa the cit.bg;I dcey 

b ,bic oa ogdlabshio-ed uicgGs rgoomecsk wcis, yhite wotl

to- yith c.Ned eduesk cegiws acom some b-ti".e sho, 

IGd swo.ced $.st aoc himA 5Y.t these o-k5 I wommb-dedk 

db-ugi-u them reaoce his abweA Me ,cete-ded cesistb-wek 

eves yide-i-u i- aeiu-ed hoccock hb-ds wg.twhi-u bt his 

tco.secsA 5Fok Mebdmistcessk ,gebseAAA5
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5Foyk5 I s-b,,edk poiwe rcooni-u -o bcu.me-tA Me cel

ge-tedk a.mrgi-u yith his regtk ,b-ts ,oogi-u bt his b-ngesA 

7he rgoomecs sgid ., his sni--v geusk the abrciw r.-whi-u 

cidiw.go.sgv opec his hi,sA Me stood thecek tcb-saocmed 

i-to b ,bcodv oa aemi-i-itvk the c.Nes acbmi-u his shbmeA

5Eo. goon gine b uicgk5 I ,.ccedk ste,,i-u wgoseck mv ocl

tho,ediw shoe -.dui-u his rbce aootA 57he rovs miuht 

yb-t  to  hbpe  a.-  yith  vo.A5  7eccoc  qbshed  i-  his 

eves;ue-.i-e aebc mi-uged yith b s,bcn oa dbcn w.ciositvA 

Me tcemrged hbcdeck the rgoomecs te-ti-u abi-tgvA Fv oy- 

rodv ces,o-dedk b q.sh hebti-u mv thiuhs re-ebth the 

st.fv dcessk the thiwn stowni-us s.dde-gv too wo-D-i-uA

5?et o- bgg ao.csk vo.-u mb-A5 Me dco,,ed oredie-tgvk 

,bgms qbtk n-ees uci-di-u i-to wbc,etA 5Mb-ds o.t aco-tA5 

Me eWte-ded themk D-uecs s,gbved p.g-ecbrgvA I giated mv 

ciuht aootk the octho,ediw shoe hopeci-uk the- ,cessed 

doy-;Dcmk degirecbte;o-to his n-.wngesA 7he hebpv 

soge uco.-d $.st e-o.uh to egiwit b dee, ucob- acom his 

thcobtk ,bi- gb-wi-u thco.uh himA I ybs wbcea.gk bgybvsj -o 

rcebnsk $.st thbt eW".isite edue yhece buo-v met wcbpi-uA 

Mis D-uecs yhite-ed .-dec the ,cess.cek pei-s stb-di-u 

o.tk b-d I tyisted mv b-nge sgiuhtgvk sbpoci-u the uipe oa 

qesh re-ebth .-viegdi-u c.rrecA
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Me s-ebned b ,een .,ybcdk eves dbcti-u .-dec mv dcess 

hem to the shbdoyv ,comise oa mv uicdgek the yhite 

stowni-us ugebmi-uA 7he aocridde- ugim,se a.eged himk 

his ucob- dee,e-i-u i-to somethi-u bgmost cepece-tA Fv 

aoot gi-uecedk cowni-u ue-tgvk the se-sbtio- tcbpegi-u ., mv 

geu;b domi-b-t ,.gse thbt mbde mv rcebth hitwhA I goped 

thisL mv aeetk so wbs.bggv ,oyeca.g i- these wg.-nv ,ciso-sk 

wommb-di-u his epecv se-seA

5:etwh the hbicrc.shk5 I ocdecedk giati-u mv shoe yith 

degirecbte sgoy-essk gebpi-u his D-uecs thcorri-uA Me 

swcbmrged o- bgg ao.cs i-to the -eWt coomk cet.c-i-u yith 

the sigpeclrbwned rc.shk its rcistges ugi-ti-uA 53bwn o- bgg 

ao.csA5

Yositio-ed rehi-d himk I cbised the rc.sh hiuhA 7he Dcst 

sybt gb-ded o- his ,b-tvlwopeced cebc yith b ceso.-di-u 

wcbwnk the rgoomecs doi-u gittge to soate- the sti-uA Me 

uc.-tedk rodv $ecni-uA 2ubi- b-d bubi-;tyegpe times tol

tbg;ebwh stcine ,cewisek r.igdi-u b chvthm oa ,.-ishme-tA 

Mis sni- yo.gd re ,.c,ge rv moc-i-uk mottged rc.ises 

rgoomi-u gine ,e-b-weA ?c.-ts t.c-ed to ubs,sk his hi,s 

tyitwhi-u i-pog.-tbcigvk the h.migibtio- yebpi-u thco.uh 

,bi- i-to somethi-u ,coao.-dgv se-s.bgA I aegt it took ebwh 
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im,bwt pircbti-u ., mv bcmk sticci-u the hebt retyee- mv 

geusk the uicdgeGs wom,cessio- heiuhte-i-u epecv se-sbtio-A

Yb-ti-u sgiuhtgvk I set the rc.sh bside b-d wgbimed the 

bcmwhbick bccb-ui-u mv doydv dcess yith ,cim wbceA :bwl

i-u himk stigg o- bgg ao.csk I wcossed mv stowni-ued b-ngesk 

the octho,ediw shoes db-ugi-u gine thcebtsA 5Eo. yb-t to 

niss vo.c MebdmistcessGs thiuhs95

Me -odded acb-tiwbggvk o- the pecue oa .-cbpegi-uk eves 

ugbssv yith -eedA I ,bcted mv geus sgoygvk the dcess hini-u 

$.st e-o.uh to cepebg the thiwn yhite stowni-us wgimri-u 

mv wbgpesk the ubctec wgi,s stcbi-i-uk the ogdlabshio-ed .-l

decyebc b-d uicdge acbmi-u the shbdoyed pbggev bropeA 

7he bic ucey thiwn yith b-tiwi,btio-k his rcebth cbuuedA 

Me wcbyged aocybcdk r.cvi-u his abwe .-dec the hemk -ose 

rc.shi-u the -vgo- yebpeA

I n-ey yhbt it smegged gine doy- thece;ybcmk m.snv 

acom the uicdgeGs  wo-D-eme-tk  b  dbvGs  s.rtge  esse-we 

tcb,,ed i- abrciw dewbdes o.t oa abshio-A Ybct oa the bgl

g.cek the aocridde- i-timbwvA Mis gi,s ,cessed to mv i--ec 

thiuhsk soat b-d aecpe-t nisses tcbigi-u .,ybcdk yocshi,a.gA 

7he se-sbtio- ybs egewtciwL his hot rcebth see,i-u thco.uh 

stowni-usk to-u.e dbci-u b qiwn bubi-st the ubctecA Fv 

hb-ds uci,,ed the whbic bcmsk toes w.cgi-u i- theic octhol
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,ediw wbuesk b aocridde- .cue rgoomi-u bs his depotio- 

ybshed opec meA Me -.TTged wgoseck i-hbgi-u dee,gvk gost i- 

the se-socv hbTeA

2atec  b  gb-u.id  mi-.tek  I  sgb,,ed  the  side  oa  his 

hebd;giuhtec this timek b cemi-decA 5V-o.uhA5 Me yithl

dceyk dbTedk gi,s ugiste-i-uk eves bdoci-uA

Hisi-uk I smoothed mv dcessk the cit.bg wom,geteA :com 

his tcemrgi-u hb-dk he ofeced the e-pego,eL b G8——— shoel

stoce uiat wbcdk wcis, b-d ,comisi-uA Fey heegsk stcb,,v 

sb-dbgs;ceybcds aoc mv aeetGs ".iet wo-".estsA ?.igt9 2 

yhis,eck dcoy-ed rv sbtisabwtio-A 5IGgg re rbwn -eWt yeenk5 

I sbidk t.c-i-u toybcd the doock mv octho,ediw shoes 

th.ddi-u b D-bgk b.thocitbtipe cetcebtA

2s I dcope homek the yiu diswbcded o- the ,bsse-l

uec sebtk rgo-d ybpes t.mrgi-u aceek I ce,gbved the bal

tec-oo- i- pipid detbigA 7he ybv his D-uecs hbd viegded 

.-dec mv sogek the abi-t wcebn oa the octho,ediw bs I roce 

doy-;,.ce domi-b-we distigged thco.uh mv aeetA IGd aegt 

the hebt cise the-k b se-s.bg tide gb,,i-u bt mv wocek the 

thiwn stowni-us cbs,i-u yith ebwh shiatA FcA 0oh-so-k thbt 

yitheced shegg oa b mb-k hbd ree- mi-e .ttecgvk his ogd 

wcebns b-d ,ecpecsio-s re-t to mv yiggA
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Miuh swhoog memocies s.cabwed .-ridde-L his gewt.ces 

o- aocridde- ac.it i- gitecbt.cek eves qiwni-u to mv wcossed 

geus .-dec the desnA IGd n-oy- epe- the-k se-sed the 

h.-uecA Foyk vebcs gbteck I aed it rbwn to himk gbwed yith 

mv oy- -b.uhtv thciggA 7he rgoomecs o- his swcby-v 

acbme;cidiw.go.sk embsw.gbti-u;hbd mbde me rite mv 

gi,k imbui-i-u the rovsG co.uh ,gbv he aebced vet wcbpedA 

Mis teccoc ybs i-toWiwbti-uk b aocridde- b,hcodisibwA

2-d the s,b-ni-uAAA ohk the rc.shGs sigpec rbwn meetl

i-u wotto-lwgbd qeshk the ci,,ge oa im,bwtA Vbwh uc.-t 

hbd ewhoed i- mek b shbced ,.gse oa ,bi- b-d ,gebs.ceA 

Fv uicdge hbd ucoy- ybcmeck tiuhteck bm,giavi-u epecv 

".ipecA 7he-k his abwe re-ebth mv dcessL the ,cess oa gi,s 

o- thiuhsk the h.mid yocshi, thco.uh -vgo-A IGd -ebcgv get 

him gi-ueck -ebcgv ,bcted yidec to ucb-t mocek r.t wo-tcog 

ybs mv b,hcodisibwA Pgb,,i-u him bybv hbd sebged itk gebpl

i-u him bwhi-uk me sbtedA

Fv aeetk stigg tcb,,ed i- those wg.-nv shoesk ti-uged yith 

cesid.bg ,oyecA I niwned them of bt b sto,giuhtk mbssbul

i-u bcwhes wgbd i- yhite stowni-usk toes qeWi-u aceeA 7he 

uiat wbcd r.c-ed i- mv ,.cse;pisio-s oa sgeen stigettosk 

o,e-ltoed ,.m,s to tebse a.t.ce wo-".estsA Fe- yho 
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,osed bs bg,hbsk wc.mrgi-u .-dec mv sogesA FcA 0oh-so- 

ybs $.st the stbctj his ,bvme-ts a.-ded mv bcse-bgA

?.igt9 3bcegv b shbdoyA Me desecped this eW,ibtio-k b-d 

IAAA I cepeged i- the se-s.bgitv oa it bggA 7he aocridde- db-we 

oa domi-b-wek the i-timbte ,cess oa aoot to qeshk .cue to 

.cueA FeWt yeenk ,echb,s IGd eswbgbte;get him ,ogish mv 

octho,ediws yith his to-u.ek oc tcbwe the stowni-u sebms 

yith tcemrgi-u D-uecsA 7he ,ossirigities sticced me b-eyk 

b -b.uhtv ,comise bs the s.- di,,ed goyA

3bwn homek I stci,,ed the wost.me gbvec rv gbveck the 

uicdge cegebsi-u mv w.cpes yith b siuhA Ptb-di-u i- micl

cocGs ugoyk I bdmiced the cebg meL rgo-dk w.cpbweo.sk aeet 

D-bggv rbce b-d ,bm,ecedA 3.t the batec-oo-Gs ewhoes gi-l

uecedA I sgi,,ed i-to sign sgi,,ecsk the wo-tcbst dewbde-tk 

b-d ,o.ced yi-ek si-ni-u i-to the wo.whA

7ho.uhts dciated to his ,eens .-dec mv dcess;the uicl

dgeGs stbcn gi-esk the .-decyebcGs b-ti".e modestv peigi-u 

hebtA MeGd i-hbged it bggk nisses aecpe-t o- thiuhs thbt ".ipl

eced .-dec his to.whA Fv hb-d tcbiged brse-tgvk sbpoci-u 

the memocvGs ybcmthA :oot aetish cb- dee, i- mej -ot $.st 

the bwtk r.t the svmrogism;mv soges bs swe,tecsk uci-di-u 

b.thocitv i-to s.,,giwb-tsA
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Pte,,i-u o- his D-uecs ce,gbved i- sgoy motio-L the 

wom,cessio-k his ucob- pircbti-u ., mv geu gine b gopecGs 

mob-A Ybi- bs womm.-io-k h.migibtio- bs aoce,gbvA MeGd 

shbne- so reb.tia.ggv i- those rgoomecsk b sissiDed shbdoy 

wcbpi-u piogbtio-A G7he rovs miuht yb-t to hbpe a.-AAAG Mis 

w.ciositv hbd ,eened thco.uh teccock a.egi-u mv oy- dbcn 

ab-tbsiesA

7he hbicrc.sh sybtsL tyegpe wcis, cemi-decsk his cebc 

rgoomi-u .-dec mv hb-dA IGd hit hbcdec thb- gbst timek 

testi-u gimitsk his uc.-ts m.siw to mv ebcsA Y.c,ge rc.ises 

tomoccoy;b mbcn oa mv pisitk gi-ueci-u te-dec-ess yith 

epecv shiatA

2-d the thiuh nissesAAA his abwe gost i- mv shbdoyed 

yocgdk  gi,s  mb,,i-u -vgo- ,bthsA  7he smegg;ybcmk 

yomb-gvk tcb,,ed;hbd dcby- him gine moth to qbmeA IGd 

aegt ,oyeca.gk desicedk the hebdmistcess abwbde wcbwni-u to 

cepebg mv qictbtio.s woceA

7he wbcd9 2gcebdv o-gi-ek segewti-uL ced ,bte-t heegsk 

stcb,,v yith b-nge tiesk ,ecaewt aoc e-s-bci-u ubTesA FcA 

0oh-so-Gs doggbcs r.vi-u mv yeb,o-s oa tebseA Fo u.igt 

-oyk o-gv b-tiwi,btio-A Me ybs mv yiggi-u ,e-ite-tk b-d I 

his tebsi-u wo-aessocA
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2s -iuht aeggk I mbssbued gotio- i-to mv aeetk D-uecs gi-l

ueci-u o- bcwhesk heegsk toes;se-s.bg segalyocshi, miccocl

i-u his depotio-A :ocridde- .cues sbted aoc -oyk r.t epec 

h.-ucvA FeWt pisitk yhoGd n-oy9 Yechb,s IGd wommb-d 

him to n-eeg b-d i-hbge mv stowni-u aeetk oc ,cess soges to 

his wheen ,ostls,b-nA 7he ubme epogpedk mv domi-b-we 

etec-bgA



Chapter Eleven

What Are You 
Doing Here?

I  stepped through the front door, the summer heat 

clinging to my skin like a lover's breath, my blouse 

already unbuttoned halfway as I kicked o. my pumps in 

the foyerA 2t 63, with my blond hair tousled from the drive 

and my -346M4-3 curves straining against the day's work 

attire, I craved the cool sanctuary of my enormous walk4in 

closetA 

Wy older sister 1endy and her 8B4year4old son —rian 

were crashing at my place for a few weeksOfamily time, 

she called itA I'd known —rian since he was a drooling in4

fant, watched him grow into this shy kid who lately pos4

tured like some fake 'bro' alpha from those podcasts he 
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devouredA Peading to college soon, all bravado and gym 

selDes, but I saw through itA :he rental car was gonez they 

must be outA YerfectOtime to slip into something sleek for 

tonight's business dinnerA

Eingers deftly unhooking my bra, I let it fall to the 7oor 

en route, my ?4cups swaying free, nipples tightening in 

the air4conditioned hushA :he closet door swung open to 

my shoe paradiseV hundreds of pairs, from strappy stilettos 

to sky4high platforms, each a testament to my sixe 0 obses4

sionsA 

Wy feet, naturally dominant instruments of tease and 

control, deserved nothing lessA —ut there, amid a doxen of 

my favoritesOscattered like fallen soldiersOwas —rianA In 

his underwear, kneeling, one hand rubbing the insole of 

my red patent heel against his thigh, the other pressing a 

black pump to his nose, inhaling deeplyA

'1hat the hell are you doing in here!' Wy voice sliced the 

air, sharp as a stiletto heelA :his was my sacred space, these 

shoes my treasuresOejpensive, cherished, violated by his 

slobber and whatever else he was leaving behindA Pe froxe, 

eyes wide with horror, the heel tumbling from his gripA
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'2unt PollyG ?on't tell my momG YleaseG' Pe scrambled 

back, cheeks 7aming, hands futilely shielding his lapA :ears 

welled, his bro facade crumbling like cheap pleatherA

I  crossed  my  arms  under  my  bare  breasts, 

unashamedOhell, a 7icker of amusement stirred as his 

gaxe darted anywhere but thereA 'Fou'd deserve it, —rianA 

Uetting my sister know her son's a creep, deDling my pri4

vate shoes with yourAAA secretionsA' :he word hung heavy, 

laced with the forbidden thrill of his ejposureA Pe was 

mortiDed, trembling, but beneath it, something deeperOa 

bottled urge I'd sensed in his furtive glances at my legs, my 

feet during family dinnersA

Pe dropped to his knees fully, apologies tumbling out 

near tearsA 'I'm so sorry, 2unt PollyA I couldn't help itA 

:hey're CustAAA so perfectA' :hat's when it clickedV not mere 

fetish, but yearningA :o wear themA :o become themA 'Fou 

want to slip into my heels, don't you! Eeel them hug your 

feet like a second skin!'

Pe nodded, mortiDed beyond words, shoulders shak4

ingA 2 rush heated my coreOmy dominant nature awak4

ening, the sensual power of guiding this hidden desireA 

Wen like him, posing as alphas, reduced to Nuivering need 

under my controlA Tspecially family, the taboo edge sharp4
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ening every sensationA 'It's okay, sweetie,' I softened, step4

ping closer, my bare feet padding silently over cool tilesA 'I 

get itA :hose urges we buryA I won't tell 1endyOif you do 

this rightA Wy wayA'

Pe looked up, hope 7ickering through shame, still 

avoiding my ejposed chestA Kood boyA 'Eirst, showerA 

5lean that boy4sweat o.A I'll meet you in the bathroomA' 

Pe bolted, and I followed after a moment, gathering sup4

pliesV raxor, cream, my secret stash of transformative de4

lightsA

In the steamy bathroom, he stood under the spray, eyes 

downA I rolled up my sleeves, grabbed the shave creamA 

'Uegs DrstA Hmooth as silkA' Eoam whispered over his calves, 

raxor gliding in long strokes, revealing skin that gleamed 

like a girl'sA Pis hesitation bubbledO'2unt Polly, IAAA this 

is gay or something'Obro panic slipping outA

I gripped his chin, forcing eye contact, my voice a velvet 

commandA 'I know you want this, —rianA Htop pretending 

to be that podcast tough guyA Tmbrace itA' Pe relented, 

breath hitching as I shaved his face nejt, erasing stubble, 

unveiling softnessA 1ater cascaded, rinsing away the fa4

cade, leaving him vulnerable, aroused in ways he couldn't 

hideA
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:oweled dry, we moved to my vanityA Eirst, the red 

thongOsilky, barely4thereA I slid it up his newly smooth 

legs, snapping the waistband against his hipsA ?amn, he 

looked goodV those natural male lines, legs tapering to a 

pert ass that any girl would envyA It enraged me a little, 

the inCustice, fueling my dominanceA 'Yerfect DtA Eeel that 

fabric kiss your skin!'

Eejt, the black lacy braA Ill4Dtting on his 7at chest, straps 

digging playfullyA I hooked it from behind, Dngers brush4

ing his shoulders, adCusting cups for humiliating e.ectA 

':hereA 2 little something ejtraA' Pis re7ection showed 

budding femininity, cheeks 7ushing deeperA

:he sejy minidress  came nejtOcrimson silk,  hug4

ging curves he didn't have but longed for, hem 7irting 

mid4thighA I xipped it slow, savoring his shiversA :hen the 

old wigV long, wavy auburn locks framing his faceA Wakeup 

sealed itOblue eyeshadow smoky and bold, blush dusting 

cheeks, ruby red lipstick plump and invitingA I leaned in 

close, lips inches from his as I outlined them, our breaths 

mingling in the mirror's glowA

Einally, the shoesV my 64inch black suede heels, petite 

enough for his small feetA Pe slipped them on, toes nestling 

perfectly, arches lifting him into swayA '1alk for me,' I 
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urged, and he didOtentative steps turning graceful, hips 

undulating naturallyA :he click of heels on tile echoed my 

pulse, a sensual rhythm of transformationA

:o the full4length mirrorA 'Rh my KR?, I can't believe 

itG I look like a girlG' Pis voice cracked, higher, feminine 

in aweA Pands roamed the dress, heels shifting weight, lips 

parting in ruby shockA

I circled him, eyes devouring the changeOmy doing, 

my controlA '5areful now, alpha broA Four college friends 

might hit on youA 1ant to bend you overA' Pe nearly faint4

ed, knees buckling, a soft whimper escaping painted lipsA 

:he power surged through me, low and insistent, my bare 

feet 7ejing against the 7oor, yearning to press dominance 

homeA

Pe turned, throwing arms around me in a tearful hug, 

dress whispering against my skin, heels elevating him to 

nuxxle my neckA ':hank you, 2unt PollyA :his feelsAAA 

rightA' 1armth spread, forbidden and tender, his smooth 

legs brushing mineA

'Rur secret,' I murmured, stroking the wig, inhaling his 

fresh, makeup4sweet scentA 'Feep the whole outDtA 5all me 

anytime you need moreOpanties, heels, lessons in walking 
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that walkA' I slipped the shoes o. him gently, handing over 

the ensemble in a bag, watching him clutch it like treasureA

Pe left for the rental car returnOchanged back but 

forever alteredA 2lone, I replayed itV his hands caressing 

my heels, nose buried in leather, the raw hungerA 5atching 

him had ignited something primalOmy foot fetish en4

twined with his crossdreams, a dominant dance of urges 

unleashedA

In the closet, I picked up the abused pump, inhaling 

faintlyOhis essence mingled with mineA Hmooth legs un4

der my raxor, the glide unveiling silkiness I'd envied in men 

beforeA :he thong snapping taut, bra's lace mocking his 

chestA ?ress clinging, wig cascading, makeup blooming 

color on pale skinA 2nd those heelsOhis feet arching per4

fectly, steps clicking surrenderA

Pis mirror shockV pure ecstasy, the bro shell shatteredA 

Pug tight, body soft against mine, heels' lift making him 

mine in heightA Hensual waves crashed in memoryOpower 

to reshape, to tease forbidden doors openA Wy feet tingled, 

bare soles craving to step into his new world, grind gentle 

authorityA

—usiness dinner awaited, but I lingered, slipping into 

strappy sandals, toes painted ruby like his lipsA 1endy 
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and —rian would return cluelessz our secret pulsed be4

neathA Eejt time! Wore heels, perhaps stockings on those 

legs,  my soles  guiding  his  stanceA  :he naughty  thrill 

builtOfamily ties twisted sensual, dominance eternalA

Eight fell, dinner conNuered in stilettos that command4

ed the tableA Pome, wine in hand, thoughts drifted to 

—rian's closet invasionA Hhoes as portalsV rubbing, smelling, 

yearning to inhabitA I'd given him thatOthong's intimate 

hug, bra's teasing bind, dress's silken embraceA

Hhaving ritual replayedV foam melting under blade, skin 

emerging vulnerableA Pis panicO'this is gay'Odissolved 

under my gaxe, insistence peeling layersA Wakeup brush 

strokesV eyeshadow veiling boyishness, lipstick plumping 

desireA

Peels' perfectionV small feet claiming my domain, sway 

hypnoticA :ease of friends' advances sent him reeling, cu4

riosity sparking in widened eyesA Pug's pressV smooth 

thighs to mine, wig tickling, tears salty on skinA

Wy  body  hummed,  curves  shifting  in  robe,  feet 

proppedOsixe 0 scepters of controlA Pe'd callz I knewA 

Wore transformations, my guidance sensual, DrmA Eorbid4

den aunt4nephew urges, foot4led into femininity's depthsA 

Eo guilt, only arousal's glowA


